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Abstract 
The purpose of this study was to explore the factors that influence the college choice 
decisions of African American male first-generation college students.  This study 
employed a strength-based approach, instead of the more traditional narrative centered 
around values, cultural norms, and deficits.  This research study utilized a single-case 
study design and a qualitative research methodology.  The study examined the college 
choice influences experienced by five African American males attending a mid-sized 
college in the Midwest to develop a more nuanced understanding of the strengths they 
exhibited that allow them to successfully navigate impoverished conditions at home, in 
the neighborhood, and in the school.   
Data collected from one-on-one in-depth interviews, a brief survey, along with 
each participant’s high school and college academic transcripts were analyzed to 
highlight emerging themes associated with the research questions.  In-depth interviews 
served as the primary source of data collection, and six questions guided the study 
including the following: (a) How do first-generation college students who are African 
American males develop and nurture their aspiration to enroll in college? (b) In what 
ways, do family members influence the college choice decision-making process of 
African American males who are first-generation college students? (c) How do peers 
influence the college choice decision-making process of African American males who are 
first-generation college students? (d) How do African American males who are first-
generation experience the college search stage? (e) What factors influence the college 
enrollment decision of African American males? (f) How do African American males 
make meaning of their experience with the college choice decision-making process? 
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The findings suggest that African American males who enroll in college utilize 
various strengths to help navigate adverse conditions located in their home, 
neighborhood, and the school.  Themes that emerged from the participants highlighted 
the significance of the impact that parents have on cultivating educational aspiration; 
navigating racialized stereotypes; surviving impoverished neighborhoods; and selecting 
college advisors, teachers, and mentoring programs to provide access to colleges and gain 
information about the college-going process.   
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Chapter One: Introduction 
 In African American Males in Schools and Society, the late Vernon C. Polite 
shared a vivid description of the tragic incident he experienced as a child.  Polite (1999) 
witnessed his father violently murder his mother by shooting her multiple times and then 
commit suicide.  Familial members, significant others, and teachers were essential 
components of Polite’s ability to overcome this turmoil, earn a terminal degree, and 
become Dean of the College of Education at Eastern Michigan University.  According to 
Polite (1999), “a supportive family network, a devoted aunt, caring teachers, and a highly 
structured school environment” helped him persevere through that traumatic period of his 
youth (p. 195). 
Educational Outlook for Black Males 
Polite’s story of resilience, like the story of many other African American males, 
often goes unnoticed in the literature, as much of the extant research on their academic 
achievement highlight narratives that illuminate the myriad reasons why they fail instead 
of the factors that help those like Polite to succeed (Harper, 2012).  Focusing on the 
academic deficits of Black males instead of their strengths contributes to negative 
stereotypes about their intellectual capacity that dates back to the enslavement of Black 
Americans.  Although it was illegal during slavery to educate Blacks, “instances of 
Negroes struggling to obtain an education read like the beautiful romances of a people in 
a heroic age” (Woodson, 1919, p. 100).  Woodson (1919) highlighted examples 
throughout the South where large numbers of slaves could read and write well as a result 
of a network of schools willing to defy laws, as well as slaveholders who benefited from 
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indentured servants having at least the rudimentary skills needed to help them run their 
businesses. 
Over time, the deficit narrative associated with the intellectual capacity of Black 
males has created what Steele (2011) refers to as a stereotype threat.  Dynamics of this 
construct include “the threat of being viewed through the lens of a negative stereotype, or 
the fear of doing something that would inadvertently confirm that stereotype” (Steele, 
2011, p. 254).  Steele (2011) postulated that many African American males have a fear of 
confirming, or appearing to reinforce negative stereotypes about their academic abilities 
and that subconscious anxiety adversely impacts their achievement on high-stakes tests.  
Further, implicit biases toward Black males begin as early as preschool and are 
evident throughout the educational landscape.  As an example, a report by the US 
Department of Education Office of Civil Rights found that Black males accounted for 
nearly half of all male preschool students suspended from school in 2016 despite 
representing only 19% of all male preschool students (Davis, 2018).  The literature is 
replete with illustrations of racial tensions between Black males and White teachers, but 
racism within educational institutions occurs at a variety of different levels that manifest 
as individual racism, institutional racism, and societal racism (Buehler, 2013; Young & 
Laible, 2000).  Individual racism is a conscious act that harms another race and can also 
result when a teacher or staff member overlooks a discriminatory practice occurring at 
the school (Young & Laible, 2000).  While individual racism may receive the most 
attention, Buehler (2013) found that “racism is a systemic structural problem that is 
constructed and maintained by the collective acts of many individuals but is larger and 
more powerful than any individual” (p. 631).  Institutional racism, on the other hand, is 
COLLEGE CHOICE AND AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES  3 
 
 
 
not seen directly inside of the school, but it helps create the organizational culture of the 
school district, method of classroom instruction, and financial appropriations of the 
district (Young & Laible, 2000).  According to Young and Laible (2000), “This form of 
racism exists because our institutions, including our educational institutions, were 
developed by and for Whites and are controlled by Whites” (p. 376).  The third form of 
racism is societal racism, which highlights racist stereotypes and cultural assumptions 
that permeate American society and help establishes White privilege.  In the schools, the 
perceptions of appropriate hairstyles, dress, language, and behavior reflect a hegemonic 
societal system that favors White culture and often punishes the cultural attributes that 
Black males bring into the school (Young & Laible, 2000).  The negative images and 
stereotypes that depict Black males are so pervasive that “even the most ordinary and 
unexceptional Black males find they are forced to contend with the fantasies and fears 
that others hold towards them” (Noguera, 2008, p. xiii).  Societal racism fosters a culture 
in educational communities where teachers routinely misinterpret the aptitude, intent, and 
abilities of Black males (Randolph, 2018).  According the Carter (2016),”Inequality, 
stubbornly rooted in the foundation of the nation, continues to entrench historically 
disadvantaged groups at the bottom of the educational and mobility ladders in the United 
States” (p. 142).  Moreover, American society has had “a historical predisposition to fear 
violence from Black males” since the post-Civil War era, and this sentiment informs the 
way their behaviors are interpreted by teachers (Ransaw, Majors, Moss, 2016, p. 126).  
Institutional racism is one of the leading factors that keep African American males 
disporportionately at risk of school failure (Brooms, 2016).  As such, Howard, Douglas, 
and Warren (2016) contend that “a willingness to further interrogate and analyze the role 
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of race in the educational experiences of Black males is crucial” (p. 3).  Examining the 
role of race in the educational achievement of Black males is necessary, because today, 
moreso that any other time throughout history, they are educated by major White teachers 
who lack cultural awareness (Green & Martin, 2018).  Berlak (2008), contends that “the 
problem is the racial and ethnic / cultural hierarchies that prospective teachers have 
internalized” about Black males (p. 26).  
Fifty years ago African American males outnumbered African American females 
on college campuses nationwide.  However, today 62% of African American college 
students are female (Kena et al., 2016).  Further, according to Harper (2012), African 
American females earned 65.9% of the bachelor’s degrees, 71.8% of the master’s 
degrees, and 66.5% of the doctoral degrees awarded to African American students in 
2009. 
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this research study is to explore the factors that influence the 
postsecondary aspirations and college enrollment decisions of African American males.  
In doing so, this study will employ a strength-based approach, instead of the more 
traditional narrative centered around values, cultural norms, and deficits (Kim & 
Hargrove, 2013).  Strength-based practitioners maintain a fundamental belief that every 
child has strengths that can help them overcome adversity (Bozic, 2013).  Relative to 
African American males, their strengths are found internally or externally, as was the 
case with Polite (1999).  Through his personal experiences as well as his research, Polite 
(1999) found that the interrelationship between the family, school, and community play 
an essential role in fostering the strengths of African American males, particularly when 
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that interrelationship recognizes, supports, and develops the capacities existing within 
African American males.   
Nicolas et al. (2008) asserted that Black males find strength from their “ability to 
analyze situations for race-related power imbalances and to negotiate the related 
challenges or barriers to optimal functioning from a position of pride in oneself, self-
esteem, and affirmative self-agency throughout their development” (p. 265).  Additional 
strengths associated with Black males can be located in their ability to establish 
relationships that afford them social capital and by effectively utilizing those 
relationships to navigate life challenges (Bozic, 2013; Kim & Hargrove, 2013; Nicolas et 
al., 2008).   
Other forms of strengths are found within the various types of capital that African 
American males with them to the school.  According to Yosso's (2005) framework 
around, community cultural capital, African American males and their families have 
distinctive forms of capital that manifest within their the intellect, language skills, and 
unique abilities inherent within their communities that allow them to resist and overcome 
structural inequalities in society and schools.  This form of strength manifests in the six 
types of capital, including aspirational capital, linguistic capital, familial capital, social 
capital, navigational capital, and resistant capital (Yosso, 2005).  These components were 
theorized using the research covering the vibrant and dynamic forms of cultural capital 
constructed by communities of color.    
The intent of this study is to illuminate the strengths that African American males 
demonstrate that help them navigate communities and schools that are economically and 
socially disadvantaged and successfully enroll in college.  Examining how African 
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American males successfully navigate the educational and social landscape may help 
serve as a roadmap for other African American male students.  Moreover, a strength-
based paradigm can add to emerging research that offers a more authenticly balanced and 
in-depth account of the structural challenges that African American males must overcome 
to foster their educational aspirations and enroll in college (Howard, 2013).  
Justification and Significance 
As the American society has transitioned from a manufacturing-based economy 
seeking a low-skilled workforce to a knowledge-based economy that requires a highly-
skilled workforce, the skills gap has become a paramount concern for employers (Duke & 
Strawn, 2008).  The emerging skills gap is particularly troublesome for African American 
males who are disproportionately enrolled in under-resourced urban public schools 
district that have unusually high dropout rates when compared to students in more 
affluent school districts that traditionally have high college-bound rates (Jackson, 2008).  
Sixty percent of all new jobs are expected to require some form of postsecondary 
education and approximately half of those opportunities will require a four-year college 
degree (Dyce, Albold, & Long, 2013).    
Despite marginal gains over the last half-century, African American males 
continue to experience a perpetual achievement gap compared to all students including 
African American females (Toldson & Johns, 2016).  The achievement gap is significant 
to note because the racial achievement gap today is more indicative of future success than 
it has been in previous years for several reasons.  First, as Davis (2018) argues, acts of 
racism and discrimination in the workplace toward African Americans were far more 
overt and insidious in the past than they are today.  While it is important to note that 
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structural inequities continue to permeate industry hiring practices and promotions in 
industry, state and federal laws have helped significantly reduce overt forms of 
discrimination.  As such, people of all races who have the requisite skills have 
opportunities that were not afforded previous generations of African Americans.   
Gorski (2008) considers what most refer to as the achievement gap today as the 
opportunity gap.  According to Gorski (2008), there a long history of research that 
supports the relationship between poverty and academic underachievement.  Further, 
according to Gorski (2008), due to the structural inequities, children who live in poverty 
generally lack pertinent resources to successfully compete, on average, with students 
from more affluent communities.   
Further, the achievement gap more accurately reflects the opportunities available 
to Black males.  As an example, in the 1970s, according to Davis (2018), it was common 
knowledge that Blacks could earn a living wage without a college education by working 
production jobs in the automotive industry. According to a recent study on automotive 
sector jobs, Goztas, Topsumer, Karanfiloglu, and Cosan (2018) found that future 
employment opportunities in the automotive industry would demand that workers be 
skilled and well educated.  This scenario would be catastrophic for African American 
males who found themselves overrepresented in remedial education courses and drop out 
of school at alarming rates.  Some states graduate less than 33% of their Black males on 
time (Jackson, 2008). 
Higher education has provided a pathway out of poverty for many people of all 
races and ethnicities.  For African American males reared in impoverished communities, 
the personal, financial, and lifelong benefits derived from a college education have the 
COLLEGE CHOICE AND AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES  8 
 
 
 
potential to impact their families, community, and society as a whole.  According to 
Baum, Ma, and Payea (2013), most people reared in poverty will likely remain in those 
conditions without a additional beyond high school.  In addition to increased odds for 
economic mobility, there is also a positive relationship between postsecondary education 
and voter participation, volunteerism, and health outcomes (Baum et al., 2013).  Perhaps 
the most significant impact of a college education is how it influences the educational 
outcomes of future generations, as there is a definite relationship between the educational 
attainment of parents and the educational aspirations of their child (Hossler, Schmit, & 
Vesper, 1999).  
Urban communities must have skilled and intellectually progressive African 
American males to thrive, and the families within those communities need them 
employed in professions that provide the opportunity to take care of their familial, social, 
and civic responsibilities.  Unfortunately, in most urban communities, especially those 
with high rates of poverty, African American males are disproportionately unable to 
secure jobs that provide a living wage. 
Background of the Study 
Poverty has a direct impact on the educational aspiration and college enrollment 
of African American males.  According to Danziger and Ratner (2010), the high cost of 
tuition, as well as the expectation of student loans discourage many students from 
impoverished communities from applying to college.  Further, when looking specifically 
at college enrollment based on math proficiency among those in the lowest proficiency 
level in math, approximately 30% of the students from high socioeconomic status (SES) 
families completed a four-year degree compared to just 3% of students from low SES 
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backgrounds (Danziger & Ratner, 2010).  Similarly, among those students from high SES 
families who earned the highest proficiency scores in math, 74% completed a four-year 
degree compared to 28% of the students from low SES households (Danziger & Ratner, 
2010).  
Although a college degree can be a pathway to social and economic mobility, the 
journey to a degree has myriad challenges that often discourage and discard African 
American males.  Developing college aspirations is a process, and for many African 
American male students, that process is adversely impacted by unpleasant experiences at 
home, in the schools, and in society.   
Brown and Dancy (2010) posited, as an example, that some African American 
males begin to disengage from the learning process as early as the fourth grade as a result 
of feeling marginalized by teachers and others within the school.  For this reason, 
Freeman (2005) accentuated the value of a culturally responsive curriculum.  In its most 
basic form, a culturally responsive curriculum incorporates the cultural values and norms 
that students bring into the school.  Moreover, the curriculum is the instrument that 
determines the knowledge that students obtain about themselves and how they fit, as 
people of color, into a racially hierarchized society.  According to Freeman “An absence 
of an education about people like themselves in the heart of the school curriculum could 
diminish students’ desire to learn” (p. 51).   
In addition to gaining exposure to a culturally responsive curriculum, African 
American students need culturally responsive teachers who can effectively integrate the 
lived experiences of the students into classroom instruction (McDougal, 2009).  Many 
scholars attribute the academic failure of African American students to the cultural 
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dissidence occurring between the teachers and the students.  The cultural dissidence in 
the schools can cause many African American males to develop a negative perception of 
school and never really consider college as an option (Freeman, 2005).   
According to Smith and Fleming (2006), while one out of five African American 
males enrolls in college, one out of every three is under the supervision of the criminal 
justice system.  Moreover, in many large low-income urban cities, “it is estimated that 
three out of four young Black men can expect to serve time in prison” (Alexander, 2010, 
p. 6).  Needless to say, the impact of incarceration can significantly impact the career 
opportunities of young Black males.  Western, Kling, & Weiman (2001) found that 
young males generally have strong earning potential during their 20s and 30s, yet this is 
an age during which many Black males find themselves entering the mass industrial 
prison complex (p. 413).  Incarceration and excessive prison sentences on young Black 
males in large urban cities “contribute to an accumulation of disadvantage, often 
beginning with juvenile delinquency that may spark failure in school, incarceration and 
weak bonds to the labor market, in turn increasing later adult crime”  (Western et al., 
2001, p. 414).  According to Polite and Davis (1999), the impact of the mass industrial 
prison complex is so profound that a reduction in the incarceration rate of black males 
followed by a considerable increase in their college enrollment would vastly improve the 
national economy.  Just as significant is the residual impact that more college-educated 
African American males would have on their families and urban communities throughout 
America.  
During my experience as an admissions counselor, I had the pleasure of visiting 
more than 50 high schools each year in both low-income urban and more affluent 
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suburban school districts to recruit new students into college.  The most consistent theme 
among those visits was the desire that most students expressed regarding their aspiration 
to attend a four-year college.  The marked difference, however, usually consisted of the 
standardized test scores, grade point averages, and the academic rigor associated with the 
student’s course selection.  This distinguished pattern observed each year suggested to 
me that many students enrolled in low-income urban school districts were significantly 
behind students enrolled in more affluent school districts concerning their college 
preparation and planning activities.  The students from the poor school districts tended to 
begin the admissions and financial aid process later in the enrollment cycle, for example, 
which put them at a decided disadvantage with regard to gaining admission to their 
college of choice and leveraging financial aid opportunities (Bell, Rowan-Kenyon, and 
Perna, 2009).  Furthermore, Roderick, Coca, and Nagaoka (2011) asserted that African 
American students from impoverished school districts have limited access and exposure 
to information about the college admissions and financial aid process.  They often rely 
exclusively on friends or family members who have limited personal experience 
navigating the college enrollment process (Roderick et al., 2011).  As a result of the 
scarcity of college admission knowledge, many impoverished students who have 
exhibited high educational aspirations fail to enroll in college immediately after 
graduating from high school.   
College choice models have developed over the last 40 years beginning with the 
Chapman (1981) model.  Today, however, the Hossler and Gallagher (1987) three-phase 
college choice model is the most widely cited college choice model and used as the 
conceptual framework for this study (Perna, 2006).  College choice models help examine 
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the factors that influence how students develop their educational aspirations, how they 
negotiate the college search process, and how they make their final college enrollment 
decision (Hossler & Gallaher, 1987; Perna, 2006; Freeman, 2005; Adams, 2009).  
Theoretical Framework 
The concepts of social and cultural capital inform the theoretical framework that 
undergirds this study.  This framework can be utilized effectively to help explicate the 
myriad factors that influence college choice decisions (Perna, 2006).  While both 
Bourdieu (1986) and Coleman (1988) have made significant contributions to the concept 
of social capital, Coleman’s conceptualization of social capital is used disproportionately 
in educational research (Perna & Titus, 2005; Roth, 2013).   
Social capital. Coleman (1988) asserted that “social capital inheres in the 
structures of relations between actors and among actors” (p. 98).  This view of social 
capital highlights the value of having access to a series of relationships between 
institutions like family, church, the community, advocacy groups, or school that can 
disseminate accurate and timely information about the college-going process when it is 
not readily available in the home. Social capital is vital to consider when assessing the 
college choice decisions of African American male college-goers because a significant 
number of them reside in homes that lack sufficient knowledge about the college 
admissions and financial aid process.  Parents can strengthen their social capital in the 
schools by organizing strong parent-teacher associations, volunteering, and creating 
direct lines of communication with teachers (Sil, 2007).  Roth (2013) found that social 
capital, when measured by the intensity of parent contact with the school, is positively 
linked with academic achievement.  Perna and Titus (2005) assessed the relationship 
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between parental involvement in the school as a form of social capital.  They found that a 
student’s probability of enrolling in college was influenced by the amount of time their 
parents spent volunteering in and proactively contacting the school.  Over time, the 
ongoing interaction between parents and the school builds relational trust among the 
various stakeholders while increasing the social capital of the school and the parent (Sil, 
2007).   
Unfortunately, many African American parents who are not college-educated and 
live in impoverished communities may not be able to utilize social capital in the same 
manner as more affluent parent do in the schools.  However, Blandin (2017) found that  
home-based forms of parental involvement such as discussions with adolescents 
regarding their courses and future academic goals as well as the parents’ expectation for 
their child’s grades and educational attainment may be more effective forms of parental 
involvement (p. 289).   
Further, the more effective parent engagement strategies are those that factor in 
the socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds of the parents (Blandin, 2017). 
Cultural capital. Bourdieu (1986) introduced the concept of cultural capital, in 
his research associated with class and education.  He defined cultural capital as the 
general cultural background, knowledge, disposition, and skills that transition from one 
generation to the next (Bourdieu, 1986).  Vryonides (2007) asserted that cultural capital 
refers to the accumulated intellectual capital available in a home that affords students in 
that environment natural advantages over students who exhibit different forms of 
behaviors, knowledge, and habits.  Cucchiara and Horvat (2009) established a positive 
relationship between parent education and their involvement in the school.  Moreover, 
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college-educated parents tend to more effectively “negotiate their relationship with 
teachers to compensate for perceived deficits in their children’s schooling” (p. 871).  
College-educated parents are also able to utilize their knowledge of the college 
enrollment process as a form of cultural capital that first-generation college students must 
establish outside of the home (Vryonides, 2007).  As such, cultural capital is often used to 
explicate “the way that cultural and social privilege, at least based on class, is perpetuated 
and manifested in schools” (Winkle-Wagner, 2010, p. 59).  Further, cultural capital in the 
schooling context suggests that children of middle and upper-class backgrounds do better 
in the educational system because the culture of the school more closely resembles the 
cultural dispositions found in their homes.  Although there is a relationship between 
cultural capital and social capital, they differ in that cultural capital is representative of a 
student’s resources, while social capital highlights personal relationships between parents 
and students, parents and the school, and parents among each other (Freeman, 1997; 
Griffin et al 
 Perspective of social and cultural capital. Bourdieu (1986), Bourdieu and 
Passeron (1977), and Coleman (1988) highlighted the role that social and cultural capital 
play in reproducing the educational and social inequalities in American society.  
Specifically, Bourdieu’s (1986) theory of social capital highlights the understanding that 
capital is not just about economic and that social networks comprise of varying forms of 
capital.  Bourdieu emphasizes the constraints and inequities within social institutions 
undergirded by class, gender, and race.  By having social capital, individuals can navigate 
spaces and exert power within those spaces in order to obtain resources.  Accordingly, 
social capital serves as a mechanism of social stratification, which provides advances and 
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progress for those with said capital.  Finally, Bourdieu argues that one obtains this social 
capital by way of their access to positive and reciprocal relationships within social 
institutions.  Likewise, cultural capital consists of resources that permit social mobility, 
such as knowledge, skills, and education.  Both social and cultural capital indicates that 
our relationship to and acceptance into social networks and cultural norms have 
significance.  Coleman (1988) accentuates the role of parental involvement in his analysis 
of the impact of social capital on educational outcomes.  His conceptualization of social 
capital focuses on the relationships between the parent and three distinct entities, 
including the child, the school, and other parents (Coleman, 1988).  So the primary 
distinction between Bourdieu’s (1986) and Coleman’s (1988) conceptual delineation of 
social capital is that Bourdieu focuses on the structural barriers that create and exacerbate 
racial and gender disparities, while Coleman focuses instead on the fidelity by which 
parents navigate relationships.    
Others have attempted to operationalize this form of capital, Lin (1999), provided 
a more nuanced “definition of social capital as investment in social relations by 
individuals through which they gain access to embedded resources to enhance expected 
returns of instrumental or expressive action” (p. 39).  People who invest in social capital 
are seeking necessary action or meaningful action in return.  Lin (1999) posited that 
“instrumental action is taken to obtain resources not possessed by the actor, whereas 
expressive action is taken to maintain resources already possessed by the actor” (p. 40).   
Lin assumes that, although individuals generally establish relationships with 
individuals who have similar perspectives and socioeconomic backgrounds, some 
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individuals seek relationships with individuals who are of a somewhat “better” social 
status in order to gain additional resources (Perna & Titus, 2004, p. 489).   
As described in the traditional sense, upper- and middle-class Whites have 
established the language, culture, and norms of schools and society in general, thus 
creating barriers to traditional forms of social and cultural capital. Despite this reality, 
Perna (2006) suggests that social and cultural capital can be leveraged to create a 
pathway to economic and social mobility as it relates to college access. Doing so requires 
examining the idea of capital from a different lens.  
The college-going process involves establishing and maintaining relationships 
that will, in turn, help nurture the willingness of Black males to attend college and remain 
successful once in college.  The associated relationships are dynamic and multifaceted 
and can be understood by exploring Urie Bronfenbrenner’s theory of human 
development.  In research on establishing a college-going culture within Latino 
communities, there was evidence that exposure to a college-going culture should begin as 
early as kindergarten and should continue through high school (Menjivar, 2018).  This 
culture develops through a collaborative relationship between parents, teachers, and 
administrators.  These same practices would perhaps prove useful in Black communities 
as well. 
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Ecology of Human Development 
Urie Bronfenbrenner (1979) posits that the ecological systems theory presents “a 
unified but highly differentiated conceptual scheme for describing and interrelating 
structures and processes in both the immediate and more remote environment as it shapes 
the course of human development” (p. 11).  Further, it accounts for the environmental 
effects on human development by suggesting that there is a dynamic relationship between 
individuals and their surroundings. Specifically, Bronfenbrenner divided the environment 
into five different areas: the microsystem, the mesosystem, the exosystem, the 
macrosystem, and the chronosystem. The microsystem refers to a system in which the 
person has direct contact with other people, such as at home, in school, or at work 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  The mesosystem refers to a system that involves the interactions 
between the different microsystems as they are interconnected and influence each other 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  An exosystem is an environment that the individual is not 
involved but affects the individual indirectly (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  An example of an 
exosystem parent’s workplace. If that workplace does not pay a decent wage or salary, 
then this shapes the student’s ability to attend college.  The macrosystem represents the 
most extensive system that influences a person and refers to things and institutions such 
as freedoms and rights, cultural values, or the economy (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  Finally, 
the chronosystem refers to the events and transitions that occur over a person’s life 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  Urie Bronfenbrenner’s Ecology of Human Development helps 
examine the circumstances that impact the personal and educational development of 
Black males.  The framework illuminates how the interrelationship between family, 
peers, neighborhoods, and schools can perpetuate systemic racial and gendered 
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educational inequalities or can create circumstances that promote aspirations related to 
academic achievement and postsecondary education.   
The essay entitled “God Bless the Child Who Got His Own: Toward a 
Comprehensive Theory for African American Boys and Men” (Bush & Bush, 2013) uses 
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory to explore the environmental influences on 
the development of African American men and boys.  Bush and Bush (2013), the authors 
of this essay, correctly detail how the subcomponents of Bronfenbrenner’s theory 
(microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem, and chronosystem) work 
collectively to influence the lives of Black boys and men. This theory, as well as how it 
applies to Black men and boys, is related to this study in that these systems can aid in or 
hinder the development of social and cultural capital.  
Conceptual Framework 
Choice models undergird the conceptual framework that guides this study.  
Research that examines the college choice process primarily fall within two distinct 
disciplines, sociology and economics (Aldous, 2009; Hossler, Braxton, & Coopersmith, 
1989; Paulsen, 1990; Perna, 2006).  Sociological contributions to college choice focus on 
how students develop their college aspirations and have historically utilized status 
attainment models grounded in socioeconomic status and the influence of significant 
others to help assess educational aspirations (Perna, 2006).  Economic contributions to 
college choice, on the other hand, view college as more of an investment decision in 
which students conduct a cost-benefit analysis to determine whether or not the 
employment opportunities available to them after earning a degree will be commensurate 
with the amount of time and money required to complete college (McDonough, 1997). 
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Sociological contributions to college choice. Sociological contributions to 
college choice traditionally focused on a status-attainment framework, which highlights 
the relationship between socioeconomic factors and the world of work (Jackson, 1981).  
Early status attainment models highlighted factors associated with the school, family 
background, and the opportunity structure (Picou, Curry, & Hotchkiss, 1972).  The role 
of the college in status-attainment models reflect the perception of the value of academic 
credentials in society that serves as a pathway to potentially lucrative careers and the 
elevated social status that often follow (Jackson, 1981).   
The Wisconsin model of status attainment is considered “the most influential life-
cycle model of the factors affecting young men’s educational attainment, occupational 
status and earnings” (Jencks, et al., 1983, p. 3).  It includes factors such as socioeconomic 
status and other variables such as race and gender that are widely known to impact the 
quality of education that an adolescent received and their educational aspirations (Jencks 
et al., 1983).  McDonough (1997) found that the “perceptions, attitudes, and 
knowledgeability about college attendance may take on distinctive shapes for different 
social classes and races. . . and thus may produce differences in families’ college 
planning” (p. 5).  Family dynamics and socioeconomic status also influence the 
perception of the job market and the possibility of realizing the socioeconomic success 
and the status that accompanies it.   
Historically, Whites have received a much higher return on their investment in 
education that Blacks.  In fact, according to Picou et al. (1972), “The stratification system 
operating for black Americans has been described as one that consistently at each life-
cycle stage gives blacks a smaller reward than it gives whites for equivalent investment 
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or attainments” (Picou et al., 1972, p. 25).  The stratification system referenced by Picou 
et al. (1972) is consistent with other countries that have high rates of intergenerational 
mobility.  According to Corak (2013), countries that have high rates of intergenerational 
mobility are places where the children of affluent fathers and the children of 
impoverished fathers are more likely to maintain the same socioeconomic status when 
they become adults.  Corak (2013) further underscores the intersection of child 
development and mobility theory and how it contributes to the reproduction of inequities 
in the labor market: 
Socioeconomic status influences a child’s health and aptitudes in the early 
years—indeed even in utero—which in turn influences early cognitive and social 
development, and readiness to learn.  These outcomes and the family 
circumstances of children, as well as the quality of neighborhoods and schools, 
influence success in primary school, which feeds into success in high school and 
college. Family resources and connections affect access to good schools and jobs, 
and the degree of inequality in labor markets determines both the resources 
parents have and ultimately the return to the education children receive.  This 
entire process then shapes earnings in adulthood (Corak, 2013, p. 85). 
The statement as mentioned above pertaining to access to jobs that pay a living 
wage helps underscore the impact of the low socioeconomic conditions and 
marginalization that Black males experience at every point in the life-cycle.  Sociological 
contributions to college choice help illustrate the structural conditions inherent in 
American society that force African American males to explore options available to them 
outside of college. 
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Economic contributions to college choice. Econometric college choice models 
assert that students actively engage in a cost-benefit analysis to determine if they should 
attend college after high school instead of pursuing alternatives that demand less time and 
money (McDonough, 1997).  Although higher education institutions highlight the 
altruistic reasons for pursuing a college degree, the majority of students are primarily 
interested in utilizing education as a conduit for social and economic mobility (Freeman, 
1999).  However, years of witnessing the unemployment and underemployment of 
parents, family members, and even friends have narrowed the scope of the perception that 
many African Americans in low-income communities have of their opportunities to 
establish a rewarding career after earning a degree.  According to MacLeod (2009), by 
the time that many African American males from impoverished communities reach high 
school, their negative view of the opportunity structure serves to level their educational 
aspiration.  These students question whether or not they will secure employment that is 
commensurate with their education after graduating from college and this has a 
considerable influence on their college choice decisions (Freeman, 1999).  In addition to 
their perception of the opportunity structure, the cost of college also influences their 
college decision-making process. 
Hossler, Schmit, and Vesper (1999) postulated that “The costs of college 
enrollment include both direct and indirect expenses, but they might also include losses 
incurred by leaving home, such as loss of friendships” (p. 142).  Moreover, there is an 
opportunity cost associated with attending college.  The four to five years that students 
spend pursuing and financing a college degree amount to lost wages over the course of 
that time.  As such, according to Perna and Titus (2004), while more and more middle- 
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and high-income students enroll in four-year colleges, more low-income students have 
turned to community colleges.   The exorbitant cost of college tuition may also contribute 
to the reason why 70% of all African American males enrolled in public universities 
attend two-year college compared to 29% in four-year colleges (Wood & Harrison, 
2014).  Wood and Harrison (2014) found that African Americans who enrolled in 
community college after high school were influenced more by the cost of tuition and 
admission policies.  When considering the price of college enrollment and college choice, 
one has to also ponder the role of educational policies by the state and the federal 
government.  State and federal education policies that impact college choice decisions are 
considered access policies (Perna, 2006).  Access policies adversely influence college 
choice when student financial aid awards are disproportionately loan-based instead of 
grant-based.  Similarly, inequities emerge in college enrollment decisions when state and 
federal education policies provide more merit-based financial aid than need-based 
awards, as students in high-income communities tend to have higher grade point averages 
and test scores (Tierney & Venegas, 2016).  
College Choice 
The Hossler and Gallagher (1987; see Table 1.1) college choice model is one of 
the most recognized and referenced illustrations of college choice.  It delineates three-
phases in the college choice decision-making process: predisposition phase, search phase, 
and choice phase (Hossler, Schmit, & Vesper, 1999).  The predisposition phase is the 
time during which children develop their aspiration to attend college (Hossler & Stage, 
1992).  The college search phase is the second component of Hossler and Gallaher’s 
(1987) college choice model.  This phase, according to Flint (1992), “concerns how 
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college options are found and explored, once the decision to attend college is made but 
before application acceptance for admission and actual matriculation occur” (p. 691).  
The third phase considers the admissions process (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987).  
According to Hossler and Gallagher (1987), the overall quality of the institution, as well 
as financial aid awards are mitigating factors that influence the enrollment decision of 
traditional-age college students.  Pitre (2006) postulated that the “choice phase is 
generally reached by a student who gains a sufficient base of information on different 
colleges that can help him or her eliminate alternative from a choice set” (pp. 562–563).  
The next section will more comprehensively delineate the three phases (see Table 1.1) of 
the college choice decision-making process.  
Table 1.1  
Hossler and Gallagher’s (1987) Three-Phase Model of College Choice 
 
 
 
                                                       Influential Factors 
Model 
Dimensions 
Individual Factors  Organizational Factors                                         Student Outcomes 
Predisposition 
(Phase One) 
• Significant Others 
• Educational Activities 
School Characteristics 
a. College options 
b. Other options 
Search 
(Phase Two) 
• Student preliminary 
college value 
• Students search 
activities 
• College & 
University search 
activities          
(Search for students) 
a. Choice set 
b. Other options 
Choice 
(Phase Three) 
• Choice set • College & 
University Courtship 
Activities 
Choice 
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Predisposition phase. During the predisposition phase (see Figure 1.1) associated 
with college choice, a variety of factors determine the extent to which students develop 
the aspiration to enroll in college (Hines et al., 2014; Hossler & Gallagher, 1987).   
 
Figure 1.1. Predisposition Phase.  Adapted from Hossler and Gallagher (1987). Studying 
student college choice: A three-phase model and the implications for policymakers, 
College and University, vol. 62, 1987, p. 210.  
Stewart, Stewart and Simons (2007) asserted that “educational aspirations are a student’s 
view and perceptions of his or her intention to pursue or obtain additional education” (p. 
896). Educational aspirations to attend college materialize by the time a student 
completes their first two years of high school and influenced by family income, parent 
education level, academic achievement, gender, race, and encouragement from home 
(Adams, 2009; Hossler & Stage, 1992; Stage & Hossler, 1989).   
According to Hossler et al. (1999), parent encouragement and support had the 
most significant influence on student educational aspirations.  Freeman (2005; see Figure 
1.2) and Toldson (2009) examined college choice through a cultural lens and found that 
while parental support and expectations are still paramount, there is a significant 
difference in the family dynamics for African American students.  For example, many 
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African American students from low-income urban school districts are first-generation 
college-goers, and their parents may be unfamiliar with the college-going process.  
  
    As such, a significant amount of African American students are influenced by 
parents or family members who are not college-educated but manage to instill high 
educational aspirations by encouraging their children to excel beyond the level of 
education that they achieved (Freeman, 2005).  Moreover, Toldson (2009) found that the 
father’s education, more so than the mothers, influenced the college aspirations of 
African American males.  In that same study, however, more than half of the respondents 
reported living in a fatherless home. 
 Search phase. Overall, more than 70% of first-year students enroll in the college 
that was their first choice compared to just over half of African American students 
(McDonough, Antonio, & Trent, 1997).  A more comprehensive examination of the 
search phase (see (Figure 1.3) of Hossler and Gallagher’s (1987) college choice model 
illuminates some of the salient reason why such a disparity exists.  During this phase, 
students who have already decided to attend a college or university begin to actively learn 
more about specific colleges and develop a college choice set (Adams, 2009).  According 
 
Figure 1.2. Model of Predetermination.  Adapted from Freeman (2005).  African 
Americans and college choice: The influence of family and school. New York: State 
University of New York Press. 
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to Hossler and Gallaher (1987), a choice set consists of a list of colleges that a student has 
decided to explore for enrollment.  Colleges also begin the process of disseminating 
information to prospective students during this phase of the college decision-making 
process (Hossler & Gallaher, 1987). 
 
Figure 1.3. College Search Phase.  Adapted from Hossler and Gallagher (1987). Studying 
student college choice: A three-phase model and the implications for policymakers. 
College and University, vol. 62, 1987, p. 213.  
 
Hossler and Gallaher (1987) reported that African Americans from impoverished 
families and students who have parents who are not college educated engage in a longer, 
less efficient college search process.  Conducting a thorough college search will facilitate 
the process of students enrolling in the most selective college that they are eligible to 
attend.  Research on the influence of the college choice phase postulate that high-income 
students tend to explore more selective colleges, while low-income students are less 
likely to consider selective educational institutions (Hoyt & Brown, 2003).  However, 
attending the most selective college is beneficial to all students, as there is a positive 
correlation between the selective criteria of the college and graduation rates (Roderick et 
al., 2011).  Nevertheless, on average, the more selective the educational institution, the 
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less diversity prospective students they will find on campus, which may result in culture 
shock for some students (Teranishi & Briscoe, 2008).   
Choice phase. The final phase of the college choice decision-making process is 
the choice phase (see Figure 1.4).  During this phase, students examine their choice set in 
order to make a more informed enrollment decision (Hossler & Gallaher, 1987).  
 
Figure 1.4.  College Choice Phase.  Adapted from Hossler and Gallagher (1987). 
Studying student college choice: A three-phase model and the implications for 
policymakers. College and University, vol. 62, 1987, p. 217.  
  
Cultural influences play a significant role in the college enrollment decisions of 
African American students.  Nora (2004) found that African Americans desire to feel 
personally accepted and welcome by the campus community.  According to Freeman 
(2005), African American’s college choice decisions reflect their view of what their 
overall experience will be as a person of color on a predominately White campus, as well 
as the academic reputation of the college.  Further, African American students who had a 
racially diverse experience in high school and were more inclined to value and be more 
influenced by a university that offers a racially diverse campus (Freeman, 2005).   
Research Questions 
The research questions guiding this study are undergirded by the factors that 
highlight strength-based attributes illustrated by African American males who aspire to 
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enroll in college.  Key factors that impact the educational aspirations of students include 
the following: family’s occupational status, parents education level, family income, 
family social capital, and cultural capital (Toldson et al., 2009).  To explore the assets 
that African American males employ to help strengthen their educational aspirations to 
enroll in college, the following research questions will guide this study:  
1. How do first-generation college students who are African American males 
develop and nurture their aspiration to enroll in college? 
2. In what ways, do family members influence the college choice decision-
making process of African American males who are first-generation college 
students? 
3. How do peers influence the college choice decision-making process of 
African American males who are first-generation college students? 
4. How do African American males who are first-generation experience the 
college search stage?  
5. What factors influence the college enrollment decision of African American 
males? 
6. How do African American males make meaning of their experience with the 
college choice decision-making process? 
African American males experience the college decision-making process in a 
manner that is often more complicated than other students.  Learning of the attributes and 
habits of successful African American males who have navigated the college enrollment 
process may facilitate the college enrollment initiative for the next generation of African 
American males. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 
Born in 1856, Booker T. Washington later became the first leader of the Tuskegee 
Institute.  In his best-selling book Up from Slavery, he depicts the great admiration that 
many Black men had for postsecondary education:   
It seemed to me that it must be the greatest place on earth, and not even Heaven 
presented more attractions for me at that time than did the Hampton Normal and 
Agricultural Institute in Virginia… I resolved at once to go to that school, 
although I had no idea where it was, or how many miles away, or how I was 
going to reach it; I remembered only that I was on fire constantly with one 
ambition, and that was to go to Hampton.  This thought was with me day and 
night.  (Washington, 1900, p. 20) 
The high educational aspirations that Washington articulated for himself was not 
uncommon at that time in American history for Blacks.  In fact, within a few decades 
after the signing of the Emancipation Proclamation abolished slavery in 1863, as well as 
the passage of the 13th Amendment in 1865, many Blacks demonstrated an unyielding 
desire for higher learning.  To satisfy this growing desire for education in the African 
American community, more than 39 colleges and universities were founded to meet the 
need for higher education.  The success that Black students were having in college was 
expressed by W.E.B. DuBois in The Souls of Black Folks when he asserted the following: 
Fifty years ago, the ability of Negro students. . . to master a modern college 
course would have been difficult to prove.  Today it is proved by the fact that four 
hundred Negros, many of whom have been reported as brilliant students, have 
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received bachelor’s degrees from Harvard, Yale, Oberlin, and seventy other 
leading colleges. (DuBois, 1903, p. 132)  
Unfortunately, the educational aspirations exhibited by enslaved Blacks and free Blacks 
well over a century ago failed to have a lasting impact of future generations, as today 
only 21% of Blacks have a bachelor’s or advance degree compared to 54% of Asian, and 
35% of Whites (National Center for Educational Statistics [NCES], 2016). 
Moreover, while women outpace men of all races in degree completion, the 
gender disparity between Blacks has been evident since 1954 when women represented 
58% of all Black students enrolled in college (McDaniel, Howard, & Einstein, 2009).  By 
2016, females represented 62% of the undergraduate enrollment of Black students and 
70% of the postbaccalaureate enrollment (NCES, 2019).  Numerous factors contribute to 
the disproportionately lower graduation and enrollment rates for Black men.  
Specifically, the concept of social capital, defined as norms, values, and skills that govern 
interpersonal relationships between people and the institutions in which they belong to, is 
a crucial factor. Without social capital, education-related issues ensue such as that 
described by Perna and Titus (2004) who found that “African Americans realize a smaller 
college enrollment premium for each unit of parent-students discussions about education-
related issues but a larger college enrollment premium for each unit of parent-initiated 
contact with the school about academic issues” (p. 508).  Socioeconomic status plays a 
role as well.  Blandin (2017) noted that “students from lower social class backgrounds 
will benefit less academically from parental social capital than their economically 
advantaged counterparts.  Likewise, the educational opportunities for children who attend 
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schools in economically distressed communities reflect the parent's inability to leverage 
social capital (Blandin, 2017). 
When parents lack social capital, then friends, the school, and community-based 
organizations have to fill that void in order for students to succeed academically and 
complete the college choice process in a useful and timely manner.  In her influential 
study on how social class and schools structure opportunities, Patricia McDonough, 
highlighted the various ways that schools in low-income communities differ from schools 
in middle and upper-class communities in the ways they foster postsecondary educational 
opportunities for students.  McDonough (1997) noted that students affected by poverty 
and the schools within those same environments derive college-related opportunities from 
the “local opportunity structure and limited financial resources,” while schools in more 
affluent communities are influenced by a “national, volatile, competitive college 
admissions environment that is further influenced by a local community culture focused 
on prestige” (p. 12).  As an illustration, McDonough postulated that students in the more 
affluent schools were able to afford the assistance of educational consultants who helped 
with the college admissions process by conducting research on colleges, editing essays, 
and as such, minimizing much of the stress involved in the college-going process.  One 
participant from the affluent school district in the study postulated that “it seemed taken 
for granted that a senior would use a private counselor” (McDonough, 1997, p. 116).  It is 
important to note that the cost of an educational consultant could easily exceed $3,000.  
The additional cost for an educational consultant is an expense that most students who 
attend schools in low-income communities are unable to afford and seldom consider. 
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The information above suggests that social and cultural factors can make a 
significant difference in the ability of students, in this case, African American men, to 
enroll in and graduate from postsecondary institutions.  This literature review explored 
the factors that serve to increase the educational aspirations of Black men.  
Historical and Contemporary Treatment of Black Men 
In order to help contextualize the factors that predispose Black males to aspire to 
enroll in college or pursue alternative pathways, it is important to provide an overview of 
the disparate treatment that they have endured historically in American society.  Despite 
the enormous promise that higher education provides, for many Black males the 
experience is still viewed through the lens of a racially hierarchized society which has 
historically limited the return of their investment in education in the workforce. 
Historical Images of Black Manhood   
According to Fisher (2015), “Historically Black men have been relegated to a 
social position replete with employment discrimination, formal and informal educational 
segregation, and race-based violence” (p. 11).  This entrenched marginalization of Black 
men is interwoven into the fabric of American society and has been since the first Black 
slaves arrived in 1619.  Negative stereotypes can be traced back to the enslavement of 
African people and made famous by those deemed exemplary leaders of American 
society.  In 1787, Thomas Jefferson wrote,  
Besides those of colour, figure, and hair, there are other physical distinctions 
proving a difference of race.  They have less hair on the face and body. They 
secrete less by the kidnies, and more by the glands of the skin, which gives them a 
very strong and disagreeable odour. . . . Comparing them by their faculties of 
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memory, reason, and imagination, it appears to me, that in memory, they are equal 
to the whites; in reason much inferior. . . and that in imagination, they are dull, 
tasteless, and anomalous. (pp. 147–148) 
Collins (2005) shares that Black men have historically been depicted and understood as 
intense, unintelligent, and inherently violent.  Although society has undoubtedly grown 
and even eliminated many of the most egregious forms of discriminatory practices and 
overtly racist practices, the trajectory of change has in some instances been illusional as 
Black progress has transitioned “from enslavement to imprisonment, from no education 
to miseducation, from predatory practices leading to lynching to police profiling leading 
to systemic loss of life” (Jenkins, 2019, p. 554).  
Contemporary Images of Black Manhood  
These structural inequities have led many Black males to feel publicly excluded.  
Dumas and Nelson (2016) asserted the following:  
Rather than a developmental phase on the way to Black manhood, Black boyhood 
is a social experience in the now. . . in which Black boy possesses their own 
agential subjectivity and impact the world even as they remain vulnerable to the 
material effects of racism, the narrow constructions of masculinity, and the 
hegemonic notion that Black boyhood is unimagined and unimaginable is to 
lament that we have created a world in which Black boys cannot be.  (p. 28) 
Further, Johnson (2018) found that “Black men are often perceived as being 
aggressive, violent, and physically larger than their White counterparts. The negative 
perceptions of Black men, . . . often leads to negative encounters with the police, 
educators, and society as a whole” (p. 229).  Everett (2016) found that young Black males 
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are made to “feel unseen, unheard, and contemplate their mortality in educational spaces, 
which demonstrate little care for their humanity” (p. 327). 
Moreover, schools and dominate structures in society routinely perceive Black 
male children “to be older than they really are and often judged as less innocent than their 
White peers”. . . .  However, more than prejudice, Black children are subject to a process 
of dehumanization” (Dumas & Nelson, 2016, p. 29).  Some members of society view 
Black males as less innocent than other children, and despite being a child, as a Black 
child, they will be treated as an adult when confronted by authority (Johnson, 2018).   
Black Manhood and Barriers to Educational Attainment 
The stereotypes about the behaviors, intellectual abilities, culture, and 
hypermasculinity of Black men have been the justification for inequalities that impact 
their interactions in the community with police, local businesses, and schools.  Research 
demonstrates that “negative narratives surrounding Black men and the misuse of data 
have real consequences and can manifest as barriers to high-quality learning 
environments or workforce development opportunities” (Toldson & Johns, 2016, p. 1).  
The negative stereotypes about Black males make it easier to develop a narrative that 
blames them for their academic failure instead of the hidden curriculum that devalues 
their culture while and serving a neoliberal agenda instead of the unique needs of the 
Black males.   
Giroux (2001) describes the hidden curriculum as a nonacademic component of 
education systemically ingrained into the culture of the school that structurally dictates 
through curriculum and pedagogy the educational and career outcomes of students.  More 
specifically, Giroux, argues that the hidden curriculum acts “as an agency of social 
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control, one that functions to provide different forms of schooling to different classes of 
students” (p. 47).  Although there are various perspectives on the hidden curriculum, the 
role that education plays in the socialization process into American society is a 
commonly understood theme.  
It is also important to acknowledge the intersection between the hidden 
curriculum “and the role of race and racism in the school context that complicates, shapes 
and constrains opportunities for Black male adolescents to excel academically” (Ellis, 
Rowley, Nellum, & Smith, 2018, p. 900).  For example, in one study by Emdin (2016), 
teachers at Carlisle School attempted to “silence the voice and history” of students 
attending the school by banning their native language and cultural norms (p. 11).  
Likewise, Edmin (2016) demonstrates that there are benefits when students share the 
cultural norms and backgrounds of their teachers.  Since the majority of teachers are 
White middle-class women, there is very little exposure of White teachers to the norms 
and backgrounds of students and families of color outside of the classroom, which 
increases misconceptions about the behavioral norms that “urban” students bring with 
them to the classroom.  
Research by Allen (2017) explored the resistance of Black males towards volatile 
classrooms that attempts to control their behaviors and bodies as thoroughly as the 
experiences that Black males have in school.  The findings posited that they are keenly 
aware of how race impacts their experiences in the classroom.  The study consisted of 10 
Black males as well as their families, and each participant experienced two in-depth 
interviews and classroom observations.  While conducting an observation of one of the 
participants in the study, Allen “noticed that most of the students in the classroom were at 
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some point engaged in ‘side talk,’ yet Black males were regularly displaced throughout 
the classroom or were sent out” (p. 16).  These often-combative interactions between 
students and teachers lay the foundation for Black males to lose interest in school and 
dropout.  Allen (2017) found that for some participants in the study, “being sent to on-
campus suspension was a way to escape the volatile classroom environment. Thus, 
talking out in class or defying teacher control strategies were tactical acts of masculine 
resistance” (p. 20).  
In addition to maneuvering teachers into removing them from class by talking out, 
some Black males present a more aloof or detached disposition referred to previously as a 
cool pose.  Majors and Billings (1992) posited that cool pose is a “creative strategy 
devised by African American males to counter the negative forces in their lives” (p. 105).  
Unfortunately, as a result of the cultural incongruence between black males and a 
disproportionately White and middle-class teaching force, the disposition exhibited by 
Black males is often interpreted as an affront to teachers (Ransaw et al., 2016).  This 
dynamic contributes to a missed opportunity for Black males to develop strong 
relationships with the school.  To help foster more positive relationships in the classroom, 
Ransaw et al. (2016) argue that teachers should seek to develop positive interactions 
should engage in building relationships with Black males and build their class lessons 
around their cultural strengths.  Another way to build relationships with Black males is to 
actively listen to them as they “express their thoughts, pains, or concerns, listen without 
distraction and judgment.  You may find that some kids are dealing with serious issues at 
home” (Jackson, 2016, p. 41).  Jackson (2016) also underscored that teachers should be 
fair and consistent with classroom rules, be transparent with students so that they are 
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cognizant of what to expect and challenge the mental models of their perceptions about 
Black males.  Jackson’s view is especially true since marginalized students come to 
school with the added burden of the many social inequalities that exist in their 
communities, such as poverty.   
Poverty also colors the experiences of many Black males in elementary, middle, 
and high school and presents a barrier when it comes to aspirations for college.  The 
reality of poverty suggests that Black males who gain acceptance to a four-year college 
will require student loans in order to enroll and complete their education.  Addo, Houle, 
and Simon (2016) affirmed significant differences in student loan debt between White 
and Black students that resulted in Black college graduates starting their careers with 
more debt than White college graduates.  The reasons behind this trend include 
“differences in family background, and wealth, the black-white disparity in debt is also a 
function of divergent postsecondary careers, as Black students are more likely to attend 
(and maybe steered toward) high-cost predatory for-profits, as well as institutions that 
provide less aid relative to cost” (Addo et al., 2016, p. 11).  Further, Addo et al. (2016) 
illustrated the risks that Black students take when attempting to finance college.  
Given that Blacks experience lower labor market returns to college than Whites, 
while also facing higher debt burdens and dropout risk, Black young adults take a great 
deal more risk of enrolling in college and reap fewer rewards to that risk (p. 12). 
Black children who are aware of the financial obstacles that their parents 
experienced, may encounter family dilemmas that are both internal and external that have 
a profound impact on their college aspirations (Carey, 2017).   
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In her seminal study, Freeman (2005) highlighted the psychological barriers that 
lead to internal dilemmas that influence the college choice decisions of African American 
students.  The study concluded that some African American students had a difficult time 
perceiving college as a real option for them based on inadequate academic preparation, 
others experienced a loss of hope based on finances, and other students were intimidated 
by the complex college-going process.  Carey (2017) described internal dilemmas as the 
“apprehensions and anxieties participants harbored about themselves and their abilities 
during their college preparation process” (p. 258).   
Black males who aspire to attend college also experience external dilemmas that 
impact their college enrollment.  External challenges revolve around relationships with 
family members who may be directly or indirectly impacted by the decision to leave 
home to attend school (Carey, 2017).  Also, many Black males from working class 
communities grow up in single-parent households headed by mothers who work odd 
hours and, in some cases, multiple jobs to keep food on the table.  As such, they are 
keenly aware of how their decision to leave home will impact their parent(s) and siblings.  
In a recent study that highlighted the external obstacles that males of color face during 
the college decision-making process, Carey (2017) found that participants “have to 
successfully fulfill the academic requirements for college while straddling family-based 
challenges like the negotiation of limited family financial resources” all while discerning 
their present and future familial responsibilities like caring for siblings (p. 265).  Cox 
(2016) also concluded that “in addition to tuition and transportation, some students spoke 
explicitly of the work obligations, and the pressure to contribute to the household 
income” (p. 20).  Moreover, the participants in both studies experienced anxiety about 
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their college decisions despite receiving their parents and familial members 
encouragement to enroll in college (Carey, 2017).   
In another study that considered the external challenges experienced by many 
students of color who reside in low-income communities, Cox (2016) underscored the 
complicated conditions that derive from unstable living arrangements, untraditional 
family dynamics, and a lack of financial resources.  One student addressed the level of 
residential mobility experienced by nearly half of the participants with the following 
comment: 
I lived with both of my parents until I was about six, then they separated, and I 
went with my mother. Things got really rough about seventh, eighth grade, and I 
went to live with my father, and as much as things were promised to be better, 
they got just as bad, if not worse, and that’s when I told my aunt, “that’s it, I’m 
done.  I’m not going back with them.”  (Cox, 2016, p. 17) 
The residential mobility, as well as intricate family dynamics that included foster care 
and residing with familial members, contributed to the premature ending of the college 
planning process for several participants in the study.  According to Cox (2016), “the 
complex custodial relationships across this sample created difficulties for students as they 
tried to navigate bureaucratic procedures—particularly federal financial aid” (p. 19).  
This process gets more complicated when the federal government selects a student for 
financial aid verification, and the custodial parent has to negotiate the language and 
technicalities associated with who has custodial rights and legal rights as well as who can 
legally claim the child on their taxes. 
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Many Black males can overcome the challenges mentioned above associated with 
residential mobility and changes in their family structure.  An and Sorensen (2017) noted 
in their study that “family structure changes that occur early and late in high school 
influence the selectivity of the college where a student applies, and this relationship 
persists in spite of controls for race, gender, family background, and pre-high school 
family structure” (p. 695).  Moreover, the researchers claim that it is vital to consider the 
impact of college selectivity on initial employment opportunities, future earnings, and 
degree completion as well as a potential spouse.   
While An and Sorensen (2017) considered the impact of family structural changes 
on high school students, Bono, Sy, and Kopp (2016) explored the role that family 
characteristics, parenting styles, and social support have on Black children transitioning 
into the kindergarten.  They found that “non-monetary parental resources, such as the 
nature of a family’s living environment, access to supportive others, parent’s child-
rearing style, and parental mental health, contribute greatly to the developmental outcome 
of children” (p. 419).  Parental sensitivity to children has proven to play a significant role 
in child development.  The impact of parent sensitivity is particularly real for younger 
children who are developing their cognitive and socioemotional skills (Bono et al., 2016).  
According to Bono et al. (2016), “Parents who are rated as high in sensitivity are warm 
and flexible, allow children to take a sizable role in problem-solving interactions, and 
provide appropriate, non-aversive discipline” (p. 420).  There was a positive relationship 
between the sensitivity level that parents demostrated and developmental outcomes of 
Black children (Bono et al., 2016).    
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The home environment of low-income children also has a significant impact on 
early literacy development.  Bono et al. (2016) explained that “boys who were read to 
and who were provided more books at home had better reading scores and more positive 
approaches to learning than boys who did not have this type of home environment” (p. 
421).  Brown, Hurst, and Hail (2016) contend that literacy development correlates with 
poverty as well as the value placed on education in the homes of families living in 
impoverished communities.   
Chetty, Hendren, and Katz (2016) explored the impact of high-poverty 
neighborhoods on academic achievement and college enrollment in the Moving to 
Opportunity experiment, where various families were randomly selected to move from 
high-poverty to low-poverty community.  Chetty et al. (2016) found substantial 
“evidence that children who moved to the lower-poverty area when they were young 
(below age 13) are more likely to attend college and have substantially higher incomes as 
adults” (p. 899).  Conversely, as the age of the child increased, the impact of the effects 
of moving to a low-poverty community reduced accordingly (Chetty et al., 2016).  High 
poverty and high crime and violence general, follow one another.  Unfortunately, 
according to Burdick-Will (2018),  
Many students, especially in urban areas, are exposed to environments outside of 
schools that make it difficult to be fully engaged.  Exposure to local neighborhood 
violence is associated with reductions in test scores and increases in stress, 
depression, and aggression, all of which can lead to disruptive, and distracting 
behavior in the classroom. (p. 205)   
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The impact of neighborhood violence on a few students in a classroom can 
significantly undermine the learning outcomes of all students.   Burdick-Will (2018) 
asserted that “disruptive behavior and peer engagement are more important predictors of 
school effects than is peer socioeconomic background” (p. 220).  Moreover, St. John and 
Girmay (2019) found that “social forces in neighborhoods influence student outcomes 
both indirectly as forces supporting social cohesion and directly, as active student 
encouragement by community advocates can also improve outcomes” (p. 121).  As the 
outcomes get better over time, they create an opportunity for a renewed environment that 
exemplifies a college-going culture that develops and nurtures Black male's college 
aspirations. 
College-Going Culture 
The concept of college-going culture gained notoriety in the early 2000s 
(McClafferty, McDonough, & Nunez, 2002).  The research focused on the principles 
necessary to prepare students, mainly high school students, for success in college.  There 
are seven components of the college-going culture, which are said to help students 
perceive college as an actual option.  They include the following: (a) continuous talk 
about college within educational institutions, (b) clear expectations that college is a 
possibility and the next step, (c) rigorous academic curricula and comprehensive 
academic counseling, (d) faculty and family involvement, and (e) intensive social and 
academic support (Knight-Manuel et al., 2016).  More recently, research has started to 
focus on the experiences of racially marginalized youth as they navigate these cultures.  
Carey (2016) examined the college-going experiences of Black and Latino 
families of eleventh-grade males attending an urban charter school.  The researcher found 
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that the student participants obtained knowledge, information, inspiration, and resources 
needed to attend college, which members of the students’ nuclear, extended, and/or 
fictive kin provided.  Carey labeled this “college-going familial capital” and suggested 
that this information could be introduced and modeled through lessons, values, practices, 
and beliefs that support pursuing postsecondary education.  Likewise, Rhoden (2018) 
examined the experiences of Black males in a predominantly Black charter school and 
found that trust was an essential aspect of a college-going culture.  When educators and 
educational institutions establish a sense of trust about the college-going process as well 
as a nurturing environment, Black males from that institution are more willing to consider 
college as an option.  
Wolf (2017) explored the tools that led to a healthy college-going culture for 
males of color in California’s school system and found that certain forms of support 
could assist students in resisting and navigating around historical and structural inequities 
that prevent them from accessing college admissions. These tools had culturally 
responsive teaching that used culturally relevant pedagogy, mentorship opportunities 
from men of color, proactive advising that entails making connections before problems 
occur, and support to and through the college-going process.   
Contemporary Models of Social and Cultural Capital 
Community cultural capital or wealth provides a counter-narrative to traditional 
views of social and cultural capital while at the same time broadening the theoretical 
conceptualization of how capital can help Black students and families navigate racial, 
social and gender stereotypes (Allen & White-Smith, 2018; Carey, 2016; Holland, 2017; 
Samuelson & Litzler, 2016).  According to Yosso (2005), community cultural capital 
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illustrates the intellect, language skills, and unique abilities inherent within Black and 
Brown communities that allow marginalized people to resist and overcome structural 
inequalities in society and schools.  In other words, it represents their strengths.  This 
form of strength manifests in the six types of capital, including aspirational capital, 
linguistic capital, familial capital, social capital, navigational capital, and resistant capital 
(Yosso, 2005).  These components were theorized using the research covering the vibrant 
and dynamic forms of cultural capital constructed by communities of color.    
The first form of community cultural capital is aspirational capital and operates in 
a manner associated with resiliency.  Resiliency, in the sense of community cultural 
capital, refers to overcoming persistent odds established by structural barriers to facilitate 
the development of violent and crime-ridden neighborhoods, school funding inequities, 
and harmful stereotypes (Wright, Maylor & Becker, 2016).  This form of cultural capital 
thrives when individuals and families find a way to exhibit high educational and career 
goals despite having to preserver through difficult life circumstance that often serves to 
undermine the social and economic mobility of others with their same background and 
experiences (Yosso, 2005).  Yosso (2005) draws from research about resilience in 
Chicano families by Gandara (1995), who explores the idea of a culture of possibility 
within families.  Similarly, Yosso (2005) explores the stereotypical perception that Black 
working-class parents do not value education and posits that many Black families 
demonstrate aspirational capital by highlighting the long-term benefits of a college 
degree and providing concrete examples of how life could be if they go down the path 
that many of their friends and family members have traveled in the past (Allen & White-
Smith, 2018).   The types of opportunities forthcoming are essential to note because as 
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society becomes more technologically advanced, the jobs of the future will create the 
need for training beyond high school.  The traditional working-class jobs of the past are 
now automated, and contemporary work in manufacturing facilities is moving towards 
advanced manufacturing, which requires a more skilled workforce.  In fact, in their study 
on how Black mothers exhibit cultural wealth, Allen and White-Smith (2018) found that 
their aspirational capital derives from their lived experiences as working-class parents 
who strive improve the life outcomes of their children.  Emblematic of this is the 
mother’s volunteerism within the school as a means of demonstrating the importance of 
school to the child.    
Aspirational capital. Aspirational capital can also derive from siblings and peers 
as well as parents.  Holland (2017) found that peers and family members who are close in 
age help engender aspirational capital by encouraging participation in a college visit or 
submitting a college application.  Peers and family members who successfully enrolled in 
college can provide the motivation needed to persevere during stressful times, such as 
when students are making decisions about which college to attend.  Huerta, McDonough, 
and Allen (2018) explored the college-going identities and practices of Black, Latino, and 
Asian American and Pacific Islander high school students and found that peers play a role 
in shaping expectations related to college completion, securing a good job, and “being 
someone.”  Likewise, in a study that asked African American college students to reflect 
on factors that impacted their college enrollment, the participants described their peers as 
mentors who were invaluable to their success (Holland, 2017).  
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Linguistic capital. The second form of community cultural capital is linguistic 
capital, which denotes the various languages and communication styles that students 
bring into the classroom (Yosso, 2005).  This form of capital, bolstered by over 35 years 
of research on bilingual education, emphasizes communication practices and the 
racialized cultural history of languages such as the work by Gandara (1982) and 
Anzaldua (1987) as cited in Yosso (2005).  Linguistic capital within the scope of 
community cultural capital recognizes multiple languages and styles of communication as 
meaningful and laudable.  This form of capital includes unique abilities that involve the 
art of storytelling, the visual and performing arts, graffiti, and rapping.  The skill involved 
in harnessing the ability to regurgitate long passages, along with the timing required to 
ensure a rhythmic pattern of poetry, music, or other art forms is example of the linguistic 
capital that many teachers undervalue and often perceive as deficits that Black students 
bring into the classroom instead of strengths (Emdin, 2016; Yosso, 2005).  
Familial capital. Familial capital broadens the scope of the traditional family and 
is “nurtured by our ‘extended family,’ which may include immediate family as well as 
aunts, uncles, grandparents, and friends whom we might consider part of our family” 
(Yosso, 2005, p. 79).  Further, according to Yosso (2005), these relationships help 
reinforce the significance of community and form the building blocks for developing 
social capital.  Carey (2016) examined the ways that familial capital influence the 
college-going behaviors of Black males and found that Black families in the study placed 
a high value on education from early on in the participant's life.  The students revealed 
that they considered the life outcomes of family members while developing their own 
educational and career aspirations.  The study found that university experiences by their 
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nuclear family, extended family, and fictive kin informed participants’ college-going 
knowledge (Carey, 2016).  In a qualitative study of African American and Latino 
engineering students, a significant theme emerged related to the familial influence on the 
participant's motivation to complete an engineering degree.  In some cases the motivating 
factor may have been having a family member who was an engineer and served as an 
example of the what is possible in the cases where there were no engineers within the 
family, just hearing words of encouragement from familial members may be among the 
only form of positive affirmation that students will experience (Samuelson & Litzler, 
2016).   
Familial capital is an essential factor to consider when exploring the college 
choice decisions of low-income Black students.  Flaster (2018) posited that Black 
students often modify their college plans based on their perception of their parent's ability 
to assist them financially.  Even when the parents of Black students communicate their 
intention to help offset the expenses related to college, many Black students “do not 
anticipate accepting this help because they want to avoid burdening their families with 
this expense” (Flaster, 2018, p. 1000).  The study suggests that the parents of Black 
children are just a likely as White parents to plan to contribute to the costs associated 
with college; however, the reality is that many Black families have less disposable 
income and formal education than White parents, which minimizes their ability to 
provide college knowledge and financial support (Flaster, 2018).  Flaster (2018), argued 
further that “a heightened probability of lacking parental financial support among Black 
adolescents may contribute to racial gaps in college enrollments” (p. 999).   
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The researchers were careful to note in the study that poverty “is a correlation and 
not causality, meaning that income does not have to define achievement” (p. 124).  
According to Brown et al. (2016), “Parents from lower middle class and below 
backgrounds can level the educational attainment playing field for the children like their 
upper-class counterparts by fostering their children’s educational aspirations before 
kindergarten” (p. 125).  Parents can help foster their children’s educational achievement 
and aspirations by creating supportive home environments, working with teachers, and 
identifying positive mentors.   
Dawson-McClure et al. (2015) considered the impact of parenting on child 
conduct in low-income, urban children by exploring the impact of an intervention 
program for families and early childhood teachers in ten urban schools.  The study 
assessed the impact of the intervention on parenting and child conduct problems from 
ages 4 to 6 years old and concluded that the “among boys at high risk for problems based 
on baseline behavioral dysregulation (age 4, 23% of sample), intervention led to lower 
rates of conduct problems at age six” (p. 279).  Their level of preparedness often 
determines a child's long-term success in school at the time they enter kindergarten.  In a 
longitudinal quantitative study of nearly 18,000 students, Morrissey and Vinopal (2018) 
followed students from kindergarten through elementary school to assess the impact of 
early childcare centers on student outcomes.  The study considered Head Start programs, 
neighborhood poverty, and student achievement, and the outcome suggested that “center-
based care during preschool is predictive of improved achievement outcomes at 
kindergarten entry” (Morrissey & Vinopal, 2018, p. 769).   
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The perception of Black fathers, as demostrated in the media, suggests that their 
value lies in their ability to provide finances or discipline.  However, research 
demonstrates that the father’s presence in the family structure influences the academic 
achievement of Black males (Hines et al., 2014).  A growing number of Black fathers are 
creating a new narrative around what it means to be a father by “embracing parental 
responsibilities as a part of a newfound sense of masculinity” (Ransaw, 2017, p. 3).  This 
structural change as a result of more women entering the workforce, which creates a 
space for fathers to fill in by fulfilling parental responsibilities such as reviewing 
homework assignments, transporting to and from school, attending parent-teacher 
conferences, preparing meals, and washing dishes.  In a case study consisting of six 
African American fathers, Ransaw (2017) affirmed the that “African American fathers 
are equally willing or more likely to help with homework, share in the housework, 
provide guidance and love, and spend quality time with their children” (p. 20).  The 
research demonstrated that   
fathers used play, either in consultation with or at the suggestion of the mother of 
their children, as a way to engage, be accessible, and responsible for their 
children, as well as to encourage them to see things in a different way, often in 
conjunction with their homework assistance.  (Ransaw, 2017, p. 20) 
The father's use of play aligns with the work of Hines et al. (2014) that demonstrated the 
collaborative and significant role that Black fathers play in the lives of Black boys in 
addition to the role that they play in establishing a college-going culture. 
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 Social capital. Social Capital is the fourth form of community cultural wealth. 
Yosso (2005) describes social capital as “networks of people and community resources” 
(p. 79).  Specifically, these networks and community resources introduced students to 
contacts that assisted them in gaining access to college and other prestigious institutions.  
Bryan, Farmer-Hinton, Rawls, and Woods (2017) explored the role of social capital and 
college-going culture of the school and asserted that many Black males who aspire to 
enroll in college after high school fails to receive the appropriate college knowledge and 
support necessary to prepare for postsecondary education adequately.  The researchers 
found that “for every unit increase in the intensity of college talk in 12th grade, the 
estimated odds of a student attending a postsecondary institution increased by 34 percent” 
(Bryan et al., 2017, p. 102).  Therefore, alternative ways of obtaining social capital are 
necessary to reinforce college enrollment.   
Laura Perna (2006) examined factors that allow college access and influence 
college choice.  Drawing from the work of Pierre Bourdieu (1977) and James Coleman 
(1988), Perna (2006) articulated how the two theoretical perspectives complemented each 
other in her seminal study on college access and choice. According to Perna, “While 
Coleman’s perspective suggests that parents play a primary role in promoting the status 
attainment of their children, Bourdieu’s approach described the restrictions imposed by 
structural barriers” (p. 112).  Continuing along these lines, Perna and Titus (2005), 
conceptualized parental involvement as a form of social capital.  They contend that  
parental involvement is a form of social capital that may promote college 
enrollment because of the relationship between a student and her/his parents, the 
relationship between the student’s parents and the school officials, and the 
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relationship between the student’s parents and the student’s friends’ parents. (p. 
495) 
The researchers measured parental-student involvement by examining the discussions 
that parents had with their children about education-related topics such as grades, test 
scores, financing college, and applying for college as well as the extent to which parents 
monitored their child’s behavior. To explore the parent-school involvement, Perna and 
Titus (2005), considered whether or not parents volunteered at the school and four 
additional factors including the following: the effort to learn more about college, 
knowledge about academic requirement for college, proactive attempt to contact the 
school regarding academics, and initiation of discussions about behaviors including 
attendance.  The findings of the Perna and Titus (2005) study suggest that parental 
involvement is an effective form of social capital and “promotes college enrollment by 
conveying norms and standards” to children (p. 507).  In addition to parental involvement 
and influences on college-going culture for Black males, peers also play a role 
  The impact of peer influences on academic achievement and thus college 
enrollment is significant (Finch et al., 2019; Rambaran et al., 2017; Ransaw & Green, 
2016; Rhoden, 2018; Sorensen et al., 2017).  As early as elementary school, peers 
become more influential on the learning outcomes of students. Finch et al. (2019) tested 
the executive functioning of students in the third, fourth, and fifth grade and identified 
“students whose classmates had faster responses on direct assessments of executive 
function skills, on average, demonstrated increased improvement in their speed over the 
academic year” (p. 9).  Moreover, the researchers contended that peers play a significant 
role in elementary school student's academic achievement and behavioral development 
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(Finch et al., 2019). Sorensen et al. (2017) examined data from students in the fourth 
through eighth grades and found that “school peers can have a significant and lasting 
influence on a student’s learning and motivation.  High-achieving students can inspire 
and motivate their classmates, whereas low-achieving students may disrupt others’ 
learning” (p. 697).  They postulated further that the impact of peer influences heighten as 
children transition from middle school to high school and classrooms that have students 
with various ability levels experience more exceptional achievement outcomes than a 
classroom with students with similar ability levels in the early grades (Sorensen et al., 
2017). 
Also, among high school students, Rambaran et al. (2017) found that “when 
individuals associate with high-achieving peers they may increase their own GPA’s, 
whereas when they associate with low-achieving peers, they may decrease their GPA’s as 
a result of low attendance rates” (p. 536).   
To help ameliorate the adverse impact of low-achieving students, Ransaw and 
Green (2016) suggested that parents build their child’s self-esteem and racial pride, 
interact with other children and families that value education, and encourage their 
children to confide in responsible adults at schools to help overcome the influence of 
cynical peers in the classroom.  In a study of Black male college students that examined 
the factors that helped them gain successfully transition through the college decision-
making process, Rhoden (2019), asserted that “seeking academic and social assistance 
from peers and adults was constructive in contributing to increased positive academic 
achievement” (p. 10).  Not only do social relationships with parents and peers provide 
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social capital that increases academic achievement and college-going culture, but those 
relationships also provide an understanding of how to navigate otherwise hostile spaces.   
Navigational capital. Navigational capital is another form of community cultural 
wealth.  According to Yosso (2005), navigational capital includes the skills needed to 
navigate spaces created without the experiences of communities of people of color in 
mind.  Yosso suggests that university campuses are one such space.  A significant 
number of Black males are first-generation college students and have traditionally had a 
more difficult time transitioning through the college decision-making process and 
completing their postsecondary education.  The navigational capital required for Black 
males to be successful in school and enter college, “acknowledges individual agency 
within institutional constraints, but it also connects to social networks that facilitate 
community navigation through places and spaces including schools, the job market and 
the health care and judicial system” (Yosso, 2005, p. 80).  
As evident by the high rate of suspension and expulsions, schools can become 
hostile environments for Black males at an early age. Wright and Counsell (2018) 
asserted that although Black males represent only 19% of the boys enrolled in preschools 
nationwide, they account for 45% of the males who received one or more suspensions in 
preschools nationwide.  This disparity serves as the beginning of a structural process that 
“pushes students out of school at very young ages, hindering their opportunities to access 
high-quality early education and their overall educational experiences once they enter the 
pre–K–12 system” (Wright & Counsell, 2018, p. 18).  Moreover, the disparity points to 
the significance of being able to use navigational capital to maneuver through a culturally 
insensitive school system (Yosso, 2005).   
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 A mechanism that will aid in assisting Black males to gain navigational capital is 
the recruitment and hiring of Black male teachers, as this will improve the educational 
experiences and college enrollment of Black males.  Black males represented just 2% por 
66,000, of the 3,300,000 public school teachers in 2012 compared to White teachers, who 
represented 86% or 2,838,000 (NCES, 2016).  Green and Martin (2018) noted that 
“Black male teachers are critical to the education and social development of Black 
children, in particular, Black boys” (p. 1).  In their study, Green and Martin described the 
experiences that four Black males encountered as teacher candidates that made the 
process of becoming certified teachers more challenging.  The participants in the study 
posited that the faculty had low academic expectations of them, which caused them to 
feel isolated.  Moreover, the lack of diversity caused them to feel as if they had to be the 
spokesperson for their race during classroom discussions, as well as culturally assimilate 
in order to be successful (Green & Martin, 2018).   
 Although Black male teachers should have a central role in the educational and 
social development of Black male students, they are often valued more for their role in 
maintaining discipline by their colleagues.  This role is similar to the role often 
prescribed for Black men and home.  Bristol and Mentor (2018) explored the experiences 
that 27 Black male teachers encountered in an urban school district across 14 schools.  
The participants in the study contend that “their colleagues were more likely to reach out 
to them for help with managing student behavior and not help with designing curriculum” 
(Bristol & Mentor, p. 225).  This experience created an environment that placed more 
value on their physicality than their intellect.  An overwhelming theme among the 
participants was a perspective that “posited that their social location—Black and male—
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did not make them active managers of student behavior.  Instead, they felt that their 
ability to build relationships and get to know the students as individuals influenced their 
success” (Bristol & Mentor, 2018, p. 228).   
To illustrate the positive impact that Black male teachers can make, Brooms 
(2017) explored the experiences of 20 Black males who attended a single-sex high 
school.  Brooms noted the concept of “other fathering” to help describe their method of 
teaching.  According to Brooms (2017), other fathering is “a holistic approach to 
teaching, where educators assume familial roles and emphasize holistic approaches to the 
education of Black students, is a successful philosophy shared not only among female 
teachers but also among successful African American male educators” (p. 2).  As an 
illustration, the students reflected on lessons learned in the classroom, as well as implicit 
and explicit discussions about male masculinity.  The students also viewed the male 
teachers as models for success and thus began to model their behaviors and actions 
(Brooms, 2017).  While exploring the factors that helped improve the learning outcomes 
of Black males, Howard, Douglas, and Warren (2016) found that “raising expectations 
means adapting the school environment to become places where Black males perceive 
teachers as sources of support and affirmation, and the curriculum as challenging and 
relevant” (p. 3).  It is also essential for school districts to provide resources so that 
teachers can participate in ongoing professional development and training (Howard et al., 
2016). 
 Despite the heightened interest in hiring more Black males teachers, teachers of 
any race or gender can be useful in helping to foster an environment that will bolster the 
academic achievement of Black males and prepare them to enter college successfully.  
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Schools that serve Black males must be cognizant of the school culture and its impact on 
achievement.  In a qualitative study that examined the high school experiences of 20 
Black males who graduated from an all-male high school located in an urban community, 
Brooms (2016) found that school culture and relationships within the school had the most 
significant impact on their high school experience.  The study noted that productive 
relationships with teachers served as vital elements to the positive perception that 
student’s recalled about their academic experience.  Brooms (2016) also contends that 
“the multiple levels of support that the students received from their teachers, staff, and 
peer group helped put them and keep them on a pathway to complete high school and 
ultimately enroll in college” (p. 23).  Likewise, school counselors play a significant role 
in providing the ability for Black males to navigate higher school and transition to 
college.  
 To demonstrate the impact of counselors on the college choice decisions of Black 
males, Robinson and Roksa (2016) conducted a quantitative study using the Educational 
Longitudinal Study to assess the high school counselors' influence on the college 
admissions process.  The researchers concluded that “seeing a counselor has a significant 
and positive relationship on whether a student applies to a 4-year college” (Robinson & 
Roksa, p. 19).  More specifically, the students who benefit the most for their interaction 
with counselors are those that visit their counselor during regular intervals throughout 
their high school experience (Robinson & Roksa, 2016).   
 Although students who attend schools in impoverished communities may lack the 
finances needed to access private counselors, TRIO programs have been established to 
help these students increase their rate of college enrollment.  As an example, GEAR UP, 
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which stands for Gaining Early Awareness and Readiness for Undergraduate Programs is 
a federally funded program, serves nearly a half-million students in over 40 states  
(Capizzi, Hofstetter, Mena, Duckor, & Hu, 2017).  Capizzi et al. (2017) explored the 
experiences of over 100 students who participated in GEAR UP and underscored the 
impact of GEAR UP counselors and how they help elevate the social capital of the 
students.  Capizzi et al. (2017) noted that “the concept of social capital as it applies to 
school settings refers to how school personnel serves as access to otherwise inaccessible 
resources for disadvantaged students and their families” (p. 6). 
Further, Capizzi et al. found that the GEAR UP counselors served as friends, 
college guides, and academic and personal/social advisers.  Respondents frequently 
mentioned that the counselors become trusted confidants who they could talk to about 
anything, who provided reassurance that everything would be okay and who helped build 
their confidence in challenging situations.  For many, having counselors who were also 
GEAR UP alumni with similar experiences and who were “like them” helped to build 
trust and rapport. (p. 16) 
An and Sorensen (2017) found that “low-SES students tend to rely heavily on 
high school counselors for their college information whereas high-SES students tend to 
use a variety of sources such as college catalogs and private college consultants” (p. 698).  
Unfortunately, the counselors in under-resourced schools are typically responsible for an 
entire grade level, which may consist of hundreds of students.  The lack of close and 
personal interactions with students makes it difficult for students to develop trusting 
relationships that students highlighted in the GEAR UP study and results in a lower level 
of social capital development for students and parents. 
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Resistant capital.  The final form of community cultural wealth is resistant 
capital, which refers to the ability and willingness to use oppositional behavior in a 
righteously indignant manner to confront structural inequities (Yosso, 2005).  Yosso 
(2005) contends that “transformative resistant capital includes cultural knowledge of the 
structures of racism and motivation to transform such oppressive structures” (p. 81). This 
form of capital comes from a variety of sources such as parents, community members, 
and histories of social action and justice.  Also, this form of capital equips students of 
color with the ability to enter society with the mechanisms to challenge societal 
problems.  In his book, Theory and Resistance in Education, Henry Giroux (2001) 
captured the essence of resistant capital: 
To understand the nature of such resistance necessitates placing it into a broader 
context in order to see how it is mediated and articulated amidst the everyday 
institutions and lived experiences that constitute the culture of the oppositional 
groups under analyses. (p. 103) 
Black males have learned to navigate and resist experiences of racism within classrooms. 
For example, Wright et al. (2016) examined how Black males excluded from school in 
the UK transformed academic underachievement into successful social and academic 
outcomes.  The 21 Black males in the study exemplified a counternarrative to their 
previous behaviors and attitudes that resulted in their suspensions, which fueled their 
motivation to stay in school and put forth a strong effort (Wright et al., 2016).  A 
consistent theme that emerged during the study was the close relationships between 
families and the affirmational messages that led to a level of confidence that helped offset 
self-doubt, microaggressions, and a lack of mentors. The participants  
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incorporated aspirational and resistant capital connected through familial capital.  
This allowed them to reject the school's failure label and pursue further and higher 
education. Additionally, they developed and acquired social and navigational 
capital through “institutional agents.” (Wright et al., 2016, p. 9) 
In a study by Samuelson and Litzler (2016), the researchers described the tactics 
for resistance of students of color, including Black males, in an engineering program.  
They were said to use resistance capital to enact change while also focusing on success 
within the program as a means of transgression.  There are other forms of resistance that 
students bring from their cultural environments, such as hip-hop, that exist outside of 
educational institutions.  
Hip-hop has long played a role in the lives of Black youth.  Many of the 
behavioral and cultural norms that Black students display in the community and school 
originate from hip-hop.  Despite how it may look to some on the outside with the 
hairstyles, unique clothing, and swag, critically assessing hip-hop culture is an effective 
method to gain more insight into the societal issues facing Black men.  For example,  
hip-hop lyricism provides insight into how Black men see themselves fitting in a racially 
hierarchized society, their perceptions of formal education, how they feel about the police 
in their community, as well as their spiritually (Jenkins, 2019).  For many Black males, 
hip-hop is both how we got over and how we got through life in America.  It 
helped form our friendships and connected us to other kindred spirits (ciphers); it 
motivated us to get through our homework and was the soundtrack to our 
extracurricular sports involvement (headphones); it woke us up culturally and 
moved us to consider activism (conscious rap); it gave us confidence, uniqueness, 
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and swag (style); it provided us with the permission to be ourselves. (Jenkins, 
2019, p. 555) 
Deeply embedded within the heightened level of confidence and swag exhibited by Black 
males in school and society is an attempt to realize their perception of Black masculinity.  
Black masculinity is born out of the dominant and traditional societal views of manhood, 
which includes the belief in a more patriarchal view of the head of the household.  
Stereotypes about Black men as perpetuated by the media along with a 50-year trend of 
Black women outpacing Black men in secondary and postsecondary educational 
attainment has contributed to a reality where Black women lead most Black families 
physically, economically, and emotionally.  For many working class Black males, “being 
male and Black has meant being psychologically castrated–—rendered impotent in the 
economic, political, and social arenas that Whites have historically dominated” (Majors 
& Billings, 1992, p. 1).  The response to the myriad social indignations, racial 
microaggressions, and stereotype threats is what Majors and Billings (1992) refer to as a 
“cool pose.” Majors and Billings (1992) found that 
the cool front of Black masculinity is crucial for the preservation of pride, dignity, 
and respect.  It is also a way for the black male to express bitterness, anger, and 
distrust toward the dominate society.  The cool pose works to keep whites off 
balance and puzzled about the Black man’s true feelings.  Being cool enhances 
the Black man’s pride and character, helps him cope with conflict and anxiety, 
and paves an avenue for expressiveness in sports, entertainment, rap-talking, 
breakdancing, and street cool.  It is a part of life. (p. 9) 
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Likewise, the relaxed front or pose is a mechanism of resistance for Black men to 
stereotypes that often show up in the classroom. This reality, in addition to the cultural 
learning styles of Black youth, can serve to enhance the academic success of Black men 
if educators tap into them.  
Ransaw (2016) noted, concerning learning styles, that they are neither good or 
bad.  Learning styles vary among students based on their gender and cultural background, 
and young children should have a firm grasp of visual, tactile, auditory, and kinesthetic 
learning styles to reach their full academic potential.  Technology has enhanced the 
methods of instruction that a teacher can utilize.  As an example, Green, Green, and 
Ransaw (2016) affirmed that  
mobile devices such as smartphones can change the educational outcomes of 
economically disadvantaged students, particularly young Black males, by 
enhancing classroom environments where teachers make deposits of learning and 
students withdraw their engagement.  (p. 50) 
Further, Green et al. (2016) noted in their study that “working collectively in 
groups through social media on mobile devices is a form of “cultural modeling” socially 
accepted learning styles among African Americans” (p. 65).   
Fuller et al. (2017) examined how leadership activities in high school 
foreshadowed student’s leadership experiences in college.  The study found that all 
except five of the 27 participants postulated that their experiences in high school had a 
profound impact on their overall leadership development (Fuller et al., 2017).  The 
African American males in the study established their leadership ability by participating 
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in the Student Government Association and local churches, among other places, to bolster 
their leadership skills (Fuller et al., 2017).  
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Chapter Three: Methodology 
This research study utilized a single-case study design and a qualitative research 
methodology.  It emerged from a previous qualitative pilot study on the academic 
motivation of African American males.  The study examined the college choice decisions 
of African American males attending a mid-sized college in the State of Michigan to 
develop a more nuanced understanding of how they navigated the college choice process, 
which is often undergirded by socioeconomic, environmental, political, and cultural 
factors.  The embedded units of analysis focused on factors that influenced how Black 
males in the study developed their college predisposition, explored which college to 
attend, and made their college enrollment decision.  Further, data collected from one-on-
one, in-depth interviews and a brief survey were interrupted utilizing a cross-case 
analysis to highlight emerging themes associated with the embedded units (Creswell, 
2013).   
This study captured how social capital and cultural capital influenced the college 
decision-making process of the participants in the study.  An analysis of previous analytic 
techniques used to explore college choice informed the methodological direction of this 
proposed study (Freeman, 2005; Hossler et al., 1989, 1999; McDonough, 1997; Perna, 
2006; Strayhorn, 2009; Toldson et al., 2009).  The consistent theme associated with each 
methodological approach was student’s “characteristics, understandings, and behaviors” 
related to postsecondary education (Perna, 2006, p. 120).  Hossler et al. (1989) examined 
how social, economic, and educational factors influence the choices that students make 
about college using a mixed-methods longitudinal research design.  While mixed-
methods studies have grown in educational research associated with college choice, they 
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also require considerably more time and resources to gather and assess data (Fraenkel & 
Wallen, 2009).   
Freeman (2005) employed a qualitative inquiry using focus groups to examine the 
influence of family and the school for African American students in five large urban 
cities.  While this was a qualitative study, a survey instrument was administered to help 
establish a protocol for the focus group interviews.  Employing a qualitative inquiry 
allowed Freeman to hear the voice of the students (Freeman, 2005).  Further, according to 
Maxwell (2005), qualitative studies are especially suited for understanding the meaning 
of experiences,  contextualizing behavior, and identifying themes.   
McDonough (1997) employed a qualitative case study to examine how 12 White 
females attending four different high schools negotiated the college choice decision-
making process and conducted a cross-case analysis of each school.  The objective of this 
study was to “understand the interaction of social class and the high school organizational 
context” (McDonough, 1997, p. 15).  To ensure abundant data collection for the study, 
McDonough (1997) conducted in-depth interviews with all respondents, their parent(s), 
best friend, and school counselor.  McDonough also thoroughly examined each student's 
academic transcripts to help triangulate the data gleaned from the in-depth interviews.  
Surveys were also distributed to all grade level students to help assess the overall college-
going culture of the school.   
  Quantitative methods dominated the early research studies associated with 
college choice and also informs the literature today.  Toldson et al. (2009) explored the 
factors associated with the school, society, and familial members that influence the 
college aspirations of African American males utilizing quantitative analytic techniques.  
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The study compared the “school experiences, family characteristics, and personal 
attributes” of African American male students based on their level of reported 
educational aspiration (Toldson et al., 2009, p. 212).  Toldson et al. (2009) measured 
educational aspirations by asking about the postsecondary intentions after high school.  
Toldson (2009) employed a national study that attracted a diverse sample of 1,225 
African American male students.  
There have been valuable contributions to college choice from both quantitative 
and qualitative methodological approaches (Perna, 2006).  Perna (2006) asserted that 
“quantitative methodologies are especially useful for testing and confirming theoretical 
propositions about college choice for a particular population” (p. 120).  Qualitative 
methodologies, on the other hand, are critical for developing theoretical understandings 
of how students make their college choice decisions.  Further, Fraenkel and Wallen 
(2009) postulated that quantitative researchers seek to identify relationships between 
variables, while qualitative researchers seek to develop a comprehensive understanding 
from the perspective of the individual(s) studied.  Finally, while quantitative researchers 
attempt to generalize their findings, qualitative researchers are more focused on a 
particular case or situation (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2009). 
 Qualitative methods are better suited to help develop a more wide-ranging 
understanding of the factors that influence the aspiration-attainment paradox and how to 
ameliorate them before the next generation of African American males encounters the 
same dilemma.  Understanding the context of the lived experience of African American 
males helped explicate the essence of the inconsistencies associated with their 
educational aspirations and outcomes. Qualitative inquiry is uniquely qualified to address 
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the factors associated with this phenomenon.  According to Fraenkel and Wallen (2009), 
“qualitative researchers want to know what the participants in a study are thinking and 
why they think what they do” (p. 423). 
Research Design 
  All qualitative researchers bring unique beliefs and philosophical assumptions to 
their study.  The underlying assumption that qualitative researchers make include 
ontological assumptions, epistemological assumptions, axiological assumptions, and 
methodological assumptions.  Further, these assumptions relate to the manner in which 
the researcher accepts the concept of multiple realities, the inter-relationship between the 
researcher and the respondent, the positionality of the researcher, and the inductive nature 
of the data collection respectively (Creswell, 2012).  Accordingly, these philosophical 
assumptions merge into the interpretive framework of qualitative research.  This study 
used a critical theory framework and researchers who use this paradigm “critique 
historical and structural conditions of oppression and seeks the transformation of those 
conditions” (Glesne, 2005, p. 7).  Exploring the aspiration–attainment gap, necessitates 
such a paradigm, as racial hegemony led to the development of the inequalities that 
undergird the phenomenon.  Moreover, a case study design was employed instead of 
other qualitative methods such as grounded theory, phenomenology, and narrative 
because of its reliance of multiple sources of evidence (Yin, 2013; Creswell, 2012; 
Merriam, 2001). 
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Case study design. Case studies provide an in-depth analysis of phenomena 
within its real-world context (Yin, 2013).  Moreover, Creswell (2012) posited that “case 
study research is a qualitative approach in which the investigator explores a real-life, 
contemporary bounded system. . . through detailed, in-depth data collection involving 
multiple sources of information, and reports a case description and case themes” (p. 97).  
This level of inquiry was necessary to help explicate the aspiration–attainment paradox 
experienced by African American males.  This study was an interpretive case study 
designed to “gather as much information about the problem as possible with the intent of 
analyzing, interpreting, or theorizing about the phenomenon” (Merriam, 1998, p. 38).   
 Merriam (1998) asserted that case studies represent a single unit of study with 
defined boundaries and that a single unit can consist of a student, class, or even the 
school itself.  First-generation Black males enrolled in their freshmen year of college at a 
mid-sized university in the Midwest will define the boundary in this case study.  Yin 
(2013) postulated that “the single case can represent a significant contribution to 
knowledge and theory building by confirming, challenging, or extending the theory” (p. 
51).  On the other hand, according to Yin (2013), having one unit of analysis can place 
the researcher in a vulnerable position.  Consequently, to enhance the trustworthiness of 
the study and reliability of the data, this dissertation embraces a case study design with 
Black males residing in a living and learning community serving as the single unit of 
analysis.   
 There are many sources of data collection for case studies such as 
“documentation, archival records, interviews, direct observation, participation-
observation, and physical artifacts” (Yin, 2013, p. 103).  The objective of using multiple 
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data collection strategies is to ensure that enough data is collected to corroborate the 
research findings. In-depth, one-on-one interviews informed by phenomenology will 
serve as the primary data collection method. The intent of phenomenologically grounded 
interviewing was to “have the participant reconstruct his or her experience within the 
topic under study” (Seidman, 2005, p. 15).  The second method of data collection 
included a college choice survey.  This survey is a cross-sectional instrument used to 
explore factors associated with the college choice decision-making process (Hayes, 
2014).  The third and fourth methods of data collection included documentation and 
archival records.  According to Yin (2014), documents are used primarily to corroborate 
and support evidence from other data sources.  This study also examined each 
participant's pre-enrollment file that contains information such as high school grade point 
average, types of courses enrolled in during high school, SAT/ACT score, letters of 
recommendation, and class rank. 
Participants. Qualitative researchers select their sample purposefully to ensure 
abundant and in-depth data collection (Glesne, 2005).  The participants in case study 
consisted of African American males enrolled in their freshmen year of college who also 
reside in a residential living and learning community on the campus of a public university 
in the Midwest.  This residential living community is open to all males students of color 
entering the university as freshmen.  Freshmen were selected as the sample group 
because they have more recently completed the college decision-making process.  The 
sample for this case comprised of five students purposefully selected out of the 
aforementioned living community.  According to Charmaz (2006), theoretical sampling 
may involve adding new participants or revisiting previous participants with additional 
COLLEGE CHOICE AND AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES  69 
 
 
 
questions.  A decision to not include additional participants after the fifth interview based 
on the level of saturation.  Seidman (2005) found that data saturation occurs when “the 
interviewer begins to hear the same information reported” (p. 55).  Theoretical sampling 
can be accomplished by utilizing a variety of methods (discussed in the next section), 
which makes the approach advantageous for case studies.   
Data collection. This qualitative study will employ multiple forms of data 
collection, including one-on-one in-depth interviews, a survey instrument, documents, 
and archival records.  In-depth interviewing is the most widely used form of qualitative 
data collection and served as the primary source of data collection for this study.  The 
survey instrument served as a second and supplemental form of data by providing 
students an opportunity to rank several factors that influenced their college decisions and 
capture pertinent demographic information about their family background.  As a form of 
document analysis and to corroborate the primary data collection process, this study 
included a review of each participant's pre-enrollment file from the office of admissions 
as well as each participant’s first-semester college transcript. 
In-depth interviews. Young (2004) asserted that to examine the decisions of 
marginalized Black males more accurately, one must take into consideration their 
worldviews.  This case study utilized a phenomenological interviewing technique to help 
contextualize each participant's college choice decisions within a narrative profile and 
exploring the meaning of their college enrollment status as a person of color in a racially 
hierarchized society.  To that end, the respondents participated in a series of three 
phenomenologically based interviews designed to help them reconstruct their experiences 
preparing for and enrolling in college.  While Seidman (2005) recommends three 90 
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minute interviews on separate days, he also postulated that modifications to this process 
are acceptable “as long as a structure is maintained that allows participants to reconstruct 
and reflect upon their experience within the context of their lives” (p. 21).  As such, this 
study consisted of three 45–60 minute in-depth phenomenologically based interviews, 
and each interview occurred on separate days in order to allow for “the interviewer and 
participant to plumb the experience and to place it in context” (p. 17).   
The first interview focused exclusively on gathering as much data as possible 
about the participant's experience throughout the college decision-making process.  The 
college decision-making process involves the college predisposition stage, choice search 
stage, and the college choice stage.  The goal was to have each participant go back as far 
as they can recall and discuss the factors that influenced their college aspirations and 
conclude where they are today as college students.  The objective was also to have the 
participants recreate these experiences with detailed stories.  The second interview will 
explore where they are today as African American male college students.  Seidman 
(2005) recommends asking participants to reconstruct an experience that may have 
occurred.  Similar to the first interview, the second interview aimed to compile rich 
stories about the student's experience as college students.  Finally, the third interview was 
designed to provide participants with the opportunity to reflect on their college choice 
experience as well as their experience as African American male college students.  
Questions asked during the third interview had a future orientation, such as where do you 
see yourself in the five years from now (Seidman, 2005).  Seidman (2005) postulated 
further that revisiting past experiences that were influential during the participant’s 
college decision-making process, followed by a narrative description of daily experiences 
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as a student, helps create an environment conducive to reflecting on the meaning of the 
overall experience.  The final interview was designed to  “focus on that question in the 
context of the two previous interviews and make that meaning-making the center of our 
attention” (Seidman, 2005, p. 19).  
The interview protocol involving life history (Appendix A), details of the 
experience (Appendix B), and reflecting on the meaning (Appendix C) consisted of open-
ended questions designed to encourage participants to elaborate on the factors that 
influenced their college choice decisions.  Open-ended questions, according to Seidman 
(2005), help provide an opportunity to immediately explore the responses of the 
participants and gain a more in-depth understanding of how others influenced their 
decisions. Additional questions emerged from responses to the survey instrument 
employed before the in-depth interviews, as well as from the review of the participant’s 
admissions file.  The interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed, which provided a 
permanent record to review at a later time. 
Survey instrument. Tan (2009) developed the survey instrument utilized for this 
study to collect information about the factors that influence college choice decisions.  The 
survey items were developed based on a review of college choice literature, which 
included research that was consistent with the literature review utilized for this study, 
such as McDonough (1997) and Hossler, Schmit, and Vesper (1999).  The original survey 
consisted of 47 items utilizing a 5-point Likert-type scale that asked participants to rate 
various factors associated with college choice using a range from most important to not 
important (Tan, 2009).  Further, according to Tan (2009), the original version of the 
instrument consisted of six sections, and they include the following: Academics, financial 
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considerations, the extracurricular/social aspect, miscellaneous, opinions that are 
important, and information sources that are important.  This study utilized the items from 
all six components of the original instrument but excluded question 41 and question 45 
from the demographic section. 
Instrument validity. Various experts on college planning, including guidance 
counselors, school administrators, and teachers helped established the validity of the 
survey instrument by the expert panel (Tan, 2009).  In order to ensure the inclusion of all 
college choice topics and make sure that the layout of the survey was attractive the expert 
panel used an evaluation form.  The evaluation form instructed the experts to assess the 
clarity of the instructions and questions and also determine whether or not students might 
be reluctant to answer specific questions (Tan, 2009).  The feedback from the evaluation 
form resulted in modifications that included the addition of several factors and the 
revision of some items to improve clarity.  Tan (2009) postulated that after minor 
modifications there was general agreement on the validity of the survey.  According to 
Fraenkel and Wallen (2008), an expert panel can be used effectively to establish content-
related evidence of validity. 
Instrument reliability. After establishing the validity of the survey, the 
researcher assessed whether or not the responses were reliable.  Fraenkel and Wallen 
(2008) posited that reliability is concerned with the amount of variation expected in the 
scores from one participant to the next and determined by calculating the reliability 
coefficient or the Cronbach alpha.  According to Fraenkel and Wallen (2008), the 
minimally accepted reliability coefficients is .70 on a scale of 0.00–1.00.  To test the 
reliability for the survey used in this study, the researcher administered the survey to a 
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group of students and subsequently calculated the Cronbach alpha coefficient to assess 
the reliability of the scores (Tan, 2009).  Initially, the researcher established a Cronbach 
alpha coefficient for various sections of the pilot survey such as the sections on 
institutional characteristics and significant others.  The Cronbach alpha for those sections 
were 0.817 and 0.785, respectively (Tan, 2009).  The Cronbach alpha for the final version 
of the survey instrument was 0.933, which is considered highly reliable. 
Archival Records   
 The archival records utilized for this study consist of the participant's pre-
enrollment admissions records, which included a high school academic transcript and 
standardized test scores.  Cumulatively, these items helped structurally corroborate each 
participant's data collected during their one-on-one interviews.  Further, the academic 
transcript highlighted the level of academic rigor and persistence experienced by the 
respondents during high school.  It also helped structurally corroborate or fill in missing 
gaps around the timeline that each participant began thinking about and working 
proactively towards enrolling in college.                                                                 
I also reviewed each participant's college transcript, which should consist of the 
first semester grades of their first year in college.  The information gleaned from this 
document as well as the high school transcript helped facilitate a more in-depth 
discussion during the third phenomenologically based interview where the participants 
will be asked to put into perspective or make meaning of how their life history, 
particularly their high school experience, led them to where they are today. 
As mentioned above, the research techniques used for this study included one-on-
one, in-depth interviews; a college choice survey; and document collection.  This study 
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compiled multiple research techniques in order to collect enough data to establish validity 
and reliability.  Over the years, the trustworthiness of qualitative research has been 
questioned by positivists scholars (Shenton, 2004).  Rossman and Rallis (2010), “define 
trustworthiness as composed of both competent practice and ethical considerations for the 
participants with an underlying demand that the relational matters involved in any 
research be fore-grounded and privileged” (p. 383).  The next section will highlight the 
various methods that this study used to establish trustworthy data including triangulation, 
member checking, positionality, subjectivity, and ethics. 
Trustworthiness of Data 
All researchers are responsible for collecting data ethically and developing 
findings that are valid and reliable.  Researchers who conduct case studies are concerned 
about the validity and reliability of the interviews, accurately analyzing the content of 
documents, and ensuring that the data is triangulated (Merriam, 1998).  According to 
Creswell (2012), “When qualitative researchers locate evidence to document code or 
theme in different sources of data, they are triangulating information and providing 
validity to their findings” (p. 251).  This study established triangulation by collecting data 
from a variety of sources.  This method of triangulation helped ensure internal validity, as 
well as establish a more holistic understanding of the phenomena being studied 
(Merriam, 1998).  Eisner (2017) found that qualitative researchers can establish validity 
in scholarly inquiries through structural corroboration.  According to Eisner (2017), 
trustworthiness can be established through structural corroboration, which occurs when 
“multiple types of data are related to each other to support or contradict the interpretation 
and evaluation of a state of affairs” (p. 110).  This study used one-on-one in-depth 
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interviews, a survey instrument, archival records, and documents to structurally 
corroborate the data.  Structurally corroborated evidence also contributes towards 
consensually validating the data, which is a consensus of the evidence or themes by 
experts on the subject matter (Eisner, 2017). Lastly, Eisner (2017) views referential 
adequacy from the perspective of educational criticism and posits that the goal of 
criticism is to ensure that the “reader is able to locate in its subject matter the qualities the 
critic addresses and the meanings he or she ascribes to them” (p. 114). 
Member checking. Often referred to as “respondent validation and participant 
validation” member checking will also be utilized as a validation technique (Birt et al., 
2016, p. 1802).   Member checking is the process of taking data back to the participant to 
confirm or validate its trustworthiness (Merriam, 1998).  More specifically, according to 
Carlson (2010) member checking is “an opportunity for members (participants) to check 
(approve) particular aspects of the interpretation of the data they provided” (p. 1105).  
Moreover, member checking was utilized as a technique that can be effective with 
interviews, focus groups, and analyzing data (Birt et al., 2016).  It can be accomplished 
during a single event or occur throughout the research process with the aid of (Carlson, 
2010).  For this study, member checking occurred as a single event for each participant 
during the second interview. 
Positionality. According to Bourke (2014), “the term positionality both describes 
an individual’s worldview and the position they have chosen to adopt about a specific 
research task” (p. 2).  Further, positionality demands that researchers have an 
understanding of their views, values, and beliefs relative to the research participants and 
the study topic in general (Bourke, 2014).  The aim was to maintain sensitivity to the 
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embodied self in the role of a researcher.  As such, I remained aware of my positionality 
as a college-educated African American male reared in a working-class community 
researching issues about other African American males pursuing a college degree.  I also 
remain cognizant of the fact that African American males are not monolithic in their 
worldviews.  As Weis and Fine (1996) noted, African Americans from different socio-
economic backgrounds often view the world through a different lens.  To account for the 
different worldviews, I actively engage in checking my feeling relative to race, culture, 
and class throughout the research process.  As noted by Bourke (2014), I actively 
engaged in addressing my positionality throughout this research study and delayed 
making assumptions about the participants positionality based on preconceived notions 
on how they look, the high schools they attended, or the communities where they were 
reared.  Further, I was honest with myself and each participant about my motivation for 
the research study and honestly address any inquiries they may have about my intentions.  
Subjectivity. Subjectivity, on the other hand, is more about variations in mood, as 
emotions can bleed into the questions as well as the researcher-participant relationship 
(Glesne, 2005).  I was aware that my familiarity with the overall experience of being a 
Black male who also attended a predominately White college, may cause me to “hear 
what I want to hear and see what I want to see” (Glesne, 2005, p. 38).  Glesne (2005) 
found that subjectivity can strengthen the trustworthiness of a study if identified and 
monitored appropriately.  To monitor my subjectivity, I remained conscious of my 
emotions.  Emotions such as anger, irritability, happiness, or sadness suggest a 
heightened level of subjectivity, and it was during these moments that I explored those 
feelings to learn what they were telling me instead of suppressing them (Glesne, 2005).  
COLLEGE CHOICE AND AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES  77 
 
 
 
Moreover, I engaged in asking reflective questions to research participants and listened 
thoughtfully to questions that they asked  to help uncover concerns they had about their 
involvement in the study (Glesne, 2005).  I made a note of their questions as well as my 
response to their inquiry and gave careful consideration to the reason behind my retort.  
Lastly, I documented and addressed apparent changes in my mood or emotional state as I 
interacted with the participants and placed a particular emphasis on establishing rapport 
starting with our first interaction.  As an African American male, researching other 
African American males, it was essential that I consistently monitor my positionality and 
utilized reflexivity to monitor and use subjectivity (Glesne, 2005).  Glesne (2005) 
postulated that “reflexivity means that you are as concerned with the research process as 
you are with the data you are obtaining.  You ask these questions of yourself, and you 
record your reflections in your field log” (p. 125).  As such, I consistently monitored my 
reflexivity by asking questions of myself while recording my reflection in a field log 
immediately after all interviews. 
Ethics. Anytime researchers are exploring human subjects ethical concerns are 
paramount.  The relationship between the participants and the researcher plays a 
significant role in the ethical concern of qualitative research (Glesne, 2005).  These 
ethical concerns were most important during the “collection of data and in the 
dissemination of findings” (Merriam, 1998, p. 213).  As such, while collecting data 
during one-on-one interviews, I was mindful to avoid making participants feel 
embarrassed by specific questions or develop a sense of privacy invasion. 
Further, Merriam (1998) posited that researchers must have informed consent 
when conducting interviews with participants to avoid ethical violations.  Gaining 
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informed consent for this study (see Appendix D) was accomplished by alerting all 
participants of the nature of the study and formally inviting them to participate (see 
Appendix E), protecting them from harm or deception (see Appendix F), and protecting 
the privacy and confidentiality of the participants (see Appendix D; Yin, 2013).  As an 
example of ways to protect privacy and confidentiality, I used pseudonyms for the names 
of all of the participants.  Moreover, my research proposal was scrutinized by the 
univerity’s Human Subjects Review Committee (see Appendix G) and concluded that my 
research methodologies offered minimal risk to the participants in the study. 
Data Analysis 
  The survey instrument (see Appendix H) is the first step in the data collection 
and analysis process for this study.  Each participant completed the college choice survey 
prior to the one-on-one, in-depth interviews.  I conducted a thorough review of the data 
collected by examining the six main sections of the survey to help establish a framework 
for my first interview and help structurally corroborate other data collected to address the 
research Question 4 and Question 5.  Both questions pertain to the factors that impact the 
college search stage and college choice stage of the college choice decision-making 
process, as noted by Hossler and Gallagher (1987).  Questions 1–17 on the survey, as an 
example, asked participants to rate the importance of various university characteristics 
that are important to their college search decision, and Questions 24–31 addressed the 
myriad ways that students gain information about colleges during their search (Tan, 
2009).  Moreover, in Questions 18–23, participants were asked to rate the importance of 
the opinion of influential people at home and outside of the home on their college 
selection (Tan, 2009).   
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While data collection and analysis activities generally coincide with qualitative 
research, Seidman (2006) argues for a different approach towards analyzing data 
collected throughout the three-interview series (Merriam, 1998).  Analyzing the 
transcripts after all of the interviews are complete is considered the most effective way to 
“minimize imposing on the generative process of the interviews what I think I have 
learned from other participants” (Seidman, 2006, p. 113).  In following this approach, 
data for this study was not analyzed comprehensively until all of the interviews were 
completed.  There is a distinction between conducting an in-depth analysis of transcribed 
interviews and reflecting on one’s healthy instinct to assess and gain valuable information 
from one interview to the next.  While the latter should not impose meaning on 
subsequent interviews, it may contribute to the emergence of themes or topics (Seidman, 
2006).  The process involved data analysis, according to Creswell (2013), involves 
organizing the data reading through the transcriptions multiple times, coding or 
developing themes, determining the appropriate method to present the data and 
developing an interpretation of the data. 
 Subsequent to the completion of all of the interviews, the next step in the data 
analysis process for this study involved reviewing the transcripts multiple times, 
minimizing the text by making a note of statements or paragraphs that are meaningful to 
the study.  Seidman (2006) refers to this stage as the winnowing process and posits that 
“in reducing the material, interviewers have begun to analyze, interpret, and make 
meaning of it” (p.118).  Further, Creswell (2013) found that capturing notes in the 
margins of the texts aids in the process of becoming familiar with the data. 
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 After reading the transcripts and making notes in the margins of the text to 
develop a nuanced understanding of the lived experiences of each participant, the next 
step involved in the data analysis process, developing codes, is perhaps that most 
essential component (Creswell, 2013).  The act of coding occurs when the text is grouped 
in unique categories, often derived from the theoretical framework that undergirds the 
study.  The process of coding or categorizing data for this study began with the process of 
reviewing the transcripts and making a note of passages that were interesting based on the 
research questions.  According to Seidman (2006), the coding process consists of “noting 
what is interesting, labeling it, and putting it into appropriate files” (p. 125).   The initial 
set of codes that emerged from the passages were marked interesting (Seidman, 2006).  
The goal was to identify an additional 20–30 codes and consolidate those codes into five 
to six themes associated with the research questions that underlie the study (Creswell, 
2013).   
 Interpreting the data, according to Seidman (2005), required asking myself what 
have I learned from doing the interview, studying the transcripts, marking and labeling 
them, crafting profiles, and organizing categories of excerpts.  In short, interpreting the 
material is the researcher's opportunity to make sense of the information collected for the 
study (Creswell, 2013).  This study utilized narrative descriptions of the embedded units 
of analysis to help interpret the data.  The narrative descriptions were supported by the 
five overall themes and included information gleaned from the pre-enrollment 
documents, survey instrument, verbatim quotes, and personal stories or anecdotal 
experiences highlighted throughout the interviews. 
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Conclusion 
 This research study used a qualitative methodology to explore the factors that 
influence the postsecondary aspirations and college enrollment decisions of African 
American male students who reside in a residential living and learning community on the 
campus of a mid-sized university in the Midwest.  A critical single case study was 
employed using multiple embedded units of analysis and several methods of data 
collection to corroborate the data structurally.  A qualitative case study design provided a 
“holistic description and analysis” of the college choice decision-making process for 
African American males (Creswell, 2013, p. 27).  The resilience exhibited by African 
American males who successfully navigate the traditional pitfalls that permeate 
impoverished communities such as the mass industrial prison complex or death.  The 
more we learn about the factors that influence African American males to enroll in 
college and complete their degree, the more we can begin to integrate strengths-based 
best practices into programming activities designed to funnel more Black males into 
college.  Encouraging more Black males to attend college is imperative when the 
majority of new jobs will require some form of postsecondary education. 
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Chapter Four: Research Findings and Thematic Analysis 
The chapter that follows provides an in-depth look at the research findings from 
the study.  Further, it provides a nuanced explication of the myriad ways that family, 
peers, neighborhoods, and schools impact the college-choice decision-making process of 
African American males.  The themes that emerged highlighted the importance of parents 
and the resilience required to overcome violent and crime-ridden neighborhoods in 
impoverished communities.   
Introduction  
In this case study analysis, five African American males in their freshmen year of 
college participated in three in-depth interviews to assess the factors that influenced their 
college choice decisions.  The participants also provided insight into how they made 
meaning of their experience with the college decision-making process and pursuing a 
college degree.  A college choice survey and review of each participant's high school and 
college academic transcript helped triangulate the primary data collected from the in-
depth interviews.  Also, the voice of the participants in the study also highlighted the 
college-going culture that parents, particularly mothers, play in developing the 
educational aspirations of Black males.  
This chapter summarizes the research findings for each participant that 
illuminates the research questions guiding the study.  The research questions include the 
following:  
1. How do first-generation college students who are African American males 
develop and nurture their aspiration to enroll in college? 
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2. In what ways do family members influence the college choice decision-
making process of African American males who are first-generation college 
students? 
3. How do peers influence the college choice decision-making process of 
African American males who are first-generation college students? 
4. How do African American males who are first-generation experience the 
college search stage?  
5. What factors influence the college enrollment decision of African American 
males? 
6. How do African American males make meaning of their experience with the 
college choice decision-making process? 
The college decision-making process is difficult for many students to navigate.  
The participants in this study overcame those odds and enrolled in college at a mid-sized 
public university.  The profiles serve as a thematic analysis of the factors that influenced 
the educational aspirations and college choice decisions of African American males in the 
study.  In the profiles that follow, each participant tells, in their own words, how their 
family members, peers, neighborhoods, and educational experiences influenced their 
college choice decision-making process.   
The participant’s background information, data gleaned from a review of their 
high school and college transcripts, as well as the results from the college choice survey 
are listed in the Table 4.1.   
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Table 4.1 
Summary of College Choice Survey 
Name 
Individual 
Factors  
College Factors  
Important to 
enrollment decision 
Darryl 
Parents, Friends, 
Siblings 
Campus visit, College advisor, 
College fair 
Scholarship, FA, Price 
Dwight 
College Advisor, 
HS Teacher 
Info. about college, Campus visit 
Location, Scholarship, 
Price 
Raymond Mother Campus visit  
Price, diversity, 
location  
Larry 
Father, Mother, 
HS Guidance, 
Peers 
Website, Campus visit, Open 
House, College fairs 
Major, Price, 
Scholarship, FA, 
Diversity, Social life 
Craig Mother Campus visit, College fair Price, FA, Diversity 
Note. HS is defined as High School; FA is defined as Financial Aid 
 
All five participants listed price as an important consideration in their college 
selection decision.  Also, diversity and financial aid were central factors in the enrollment 
decision for three out of the five participants.  Similarly, the campus visit was an 
influential factor that helped solidify their enrollment decision.  Three out of the five 
participants identified their parents as the most influential person in their college 
enrollment decision.  More specifically, two out of the three participants who identified 
parents specified mothers.    
A review of the high school and college academic transcripts revealed that three 
(Darryl, Dwight, and Larry) of the five participants completed high school with a 3.0-
grade point average or higher.  Of the three students, Darryl graduate, high school with a 
3.92-grade point average and a 1130 SAT score, Dwight finished with a 3.6-grade point 
average, and 1050 SAT score, and Larry finished with a 3.43-grade point average, and 
850 SAT score.   Further, each of the participants who finished high school above a 3.0-
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grade point average, finished within the top 10% of their graduating class and enrolled in 
advance placement courses (see Table 4.2).   
Table 4.2 
Summary of High School Academic Record 
  NAME  HS GPA CLASS         
RANK 
SAT HS HONOR COURSES 
DARRYL 3.93 6/102 1130 
AP: Computer, English, Macro 
Econ 
DWIGHT 3.6 6/87 1050 Pre-Cal, AP English 
RAYMOND 2.82 133/399 830 None 
LARRY 3.43 9/102 850 
Pre-cal, AP: English, Computers, 
Govt. 
CRAIG 2.25 N/A 1060 Honor French 
 
Note. AP is an abbreviation for advance placement courses  
Of that group, Larry finished his first semester of college with the lowest grade 
point average.  He also earned among that lowest SAT scores of all the participants and 
first-semester college grade point average.  Although Raymond’s SAT score was slightly 
lower, his first-semester college grade point average was 2.5 compared to a 1.99 for 
Larry. 
Thematic Analysis 
The following thematic analysis will highlight the themes that emerged from the 
in-depth interviews as well as the college choice survey and document analysis.  The 
analysis also explored how the participants experienced the college search and college 
choice phased of Hossler and Gallagher’s (1987) college choice model. 
Family influences. It is common to hear the false yet pervasive deficit narrative 
around the parental involvement of African American parents from the educators, 
scholars, and politicians.  Allen and White-Smith (2018) contend that despite the 
perception, “Black parents manage their children’s education by providing proper care in 
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the home, maintaining high academic expectations, or involving their children in 
community. . . and leadership activities” (p. 4).  Craig shared the messages he received 
from his parents about earning good grades and enrolling in higher education.  He noted, 
Growing up, I was always told, you're going to college regardless.  I always 
thought that I wanted to be a basketball player, a football player.  They said, okay 
that's fine, but you're going to college.  So my whole life I really wanted to go to 
college. 
Similarly, Larry, who was initially underachieving academically, discussed the impact of 
his mother establishing new priorities around his grades: 
I didn't really care about my grades, but my mom laid down some ground rules.  
So I know that I was in seventh grade when I started to get my head straight.  
Seventh grade was the first time I ever got straight As and Bs 
 In addition to emphasizing the importance of grades, Black parents also teach 
their children to have racial pride to help prepare them for society and a workforce that 
has historically provided disparate opportunities for Black males (Allen & White-Smith, 
2018).  These areas of emphasis by parents highlight what Yosso (2005) refers to as 
familial capital, which is exhibited by parents and family members that nurtured their 
educational aspirations.  Allen and White-Smith (2018) found that “within a school 
system that privileges White middle-class norms, aesthetics, and parenting styles, the 
parental involvement practices of Black parents are pathologized.  Educators tend to 
assume that Black parents are uninvolved or do not care about their children's education” 
(p. 2).  The participants of this study highlighted a variety of ways that their parents 
motivated them to enroll in college, such as establishing and maintaining high 
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expectations at home, serving as personal examples of a strong work ethic.  An example 
of this is Larry, who highlighted how his mother’s work ethic and commitment to her 
family motivated him to attend college. He stated the following:   
She worked at McDonald's since she was 16 years old, and became a manager.  
The hard work she put in to make sure her kids were straight was the big key to 
why I wanted to go to college.  She was a significant source of motivation.  She 
didn't have to bring the word college up.  She just was a big motivation for me. 
The strong lady she was, she made me want to go to college even more. 
In addition, Larry’s parents helped alleviate the stress that a large percentage of Black 
males experience as college students by informing him not to “worry about the financial 
aid, let us take care of that.  Just make sure you do the work and make sure you 
graduate.”  The opportunity to avoid the stress of financial aid paperwork was a 
tremendous advantage for Larry.  As Cox (2016) found in her study on the conditions that 
complicate college choice, navigating financial aid for recent high school graduates can 
be an overwhelming experience that leads many students to avoid the process altogether. 
 Similar to Larry’s experience with his mother, Craig’s mother was the primary 
source of external motivation that helped nurture his educational aspirations.  His mother 
demonstrated a strict, loving approach, and she maintained high academic expectations in 
her household.  As a freshman in high school, as an example, Craig earned average 
grades, and his mother made it clear that she expected much better.  In describing his 
mother’s high academic expectations, he shared, “We did not accept C's in the house 
regardless.  No matter what.  I could miss a week of school because was sick.  But, if I 
get a C the test, she's on me.”  He stated further, “Every year my mom got on me.”   
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 Contrary to Craig’s parents, Dwight’s parents were far less strict.  Their primary 
focus was on his grades.  Dwight noted that his parents of his parents, [They] “never were 
super harsh, like, ‘Hey, you got this, you need to do better or you're going to face these 
consequences.’ It was pretty lighthearted because I was always on my stuff.”  They 
would make sure he was okay by providing pep-talks, such as, “We expect you to keep 
your grades up, and you can pretty much do whatever you want.”  Other family members 
also have assisted in these practices. 
 Darryl was fortunate enough to have siblings that nurtured his educational 
aspirations.  He shared, “When I was a freshman, my sister was a senior or a junior.  She 
would tell about when colleges were gonna start visiting the school.”  After high school, 
his sister went away to college, which inspired Darryl, to do the same: 
My oldest sister Tiffany, she attended this school, but she didn't finish because 
she had got pregnant. But she enrolled here for two years.  So I looked up to her 
when she went off to college, and she was smart.  I was smart too, so I was like I 
could do this too. 
Help from his sister played a pivotal role in Darryl’s college enrollment.  As a first-
generation college student, his parents lacked the cultural and social capital needed to 
help him navigate through the complicated college decision-making process.  To that end, 
Darryl asserted that “besides my sister, I did it myself, because I could not go to my 
parents.  They did not have experience with it.” Darryl demonstrates the importance of 
siblings in the development of educational aspirations.  In addition to parents and 
siblings, those outside the house such as peers, assist in creating a college-going culture. 
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 Peer influences. Research is evident in the overall influence that peers have on 
the postsecondary aspirations of Black males.  Kotok (2017) found that 
peer attitudes represent an intersection of two major systems, the school, and the 
neighborhood, and peer influences are primarily active during the adolescent 
years.  Peer attitudes often shape a child’s academic and social life.  These 
relationships or absence thereof can be especially salient during adolescence when 
teenagers depend on the most on the acceptance of their peers. Thus, a student is 
much more likely to remain engaged in school if their friends share an interest in 
school and higher learning. (p. 186)   
Darryl articulated the dilemma many Black males reared in impoverished neighborhoods 
and school districts face concerning their peers influence on their college enrollment.  He 
shared: 
Yeah, I mean, to be honest, out of my group of friends that's probably like five or 
six friends, I'm probably the only one that went to a university.  Two of them 
went to a community college, but they stopped going already.  Basically, I had to 
understand that even though I’m not going to break up with my friends, I gotta 
just start focusing on what is better for me.  My friends are just not doing nothing 
for real, so I don’t wanna do that. 
Similarly, Larry highlighted the ability to distinguish between friends whom he 
perceived as good versus those that are bad:   
I had some good friends, and I had some bad friends.  I knew the difference 
between them both.  I knew if I wanted to do good things, I had to separate from 
my bad friends. So I hung around my good friends, and I let my bad friends doing 
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what they had to do.  I knew that to make sure that I was successful, I had to 
separate myself from them. 
The challenge for Larry, who was an athlete, was that his “bad” friends were involved in 
athletics as well.  He shared further about the following: 
It was tough because my bad friends played on the basketball team, but I knew 
they were up to no go.  So I had to put my pride to the side and just became a 
loner.  I was determined to surround myself with nothing but positivity, because I 
wanted to be successful. It was hard, though, but I had to do what I had to do to 
make sure I wasn't caught up in no trouble.  
Navigating this complex social dilemma was a challenge for Larry.  As he explains, “It 
was difficult because my bad friends were people that I grew up with, and to this day I 
still see them when I go home.”  Larry’s ability to distinguish between positive and 
negative peers played a significant role in his ability to earn good grades in high school. 
 Larry noted the following about his good friends that he spent his time around in 
high school:  “I surrounded myself with a good environment, a group of friends that had 
the same desire to be successful.  We worked it out and made sure we had As and Bs and 
were a part of the honor roll.”  Not only was he conscientious about putting himself in a 
positive environment, but he also nurtured the relationship that he had with his “good” 
friends.  As an example, Larry described one of the social groups that he became a part of 
during high school. 
In high school, toward my senior year, we formed a group of brothers who were 
likeminded, and we became like a high school version of fraternity.  We did a 
performance and all that, just a little bonding that we did. We would even go out 
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to eat and talk, as a small group of friends that had the same mindset and want to 
be successful. 
Larry’s intuition proved to be very insightful as most of his “good” friend went on to 
four-year colleges as he did.  He noted that his friends that he attended “middle school to 
high school with went to college. They grew up in the same environment and the same 
negative streets that [he] grew up on.  So, [they] knew [they] had to change something.” 
Like Larry, Dwight spoke of the influence of his friends.  He shared:   
I had two good friends who are still close to me to this day, I would always hang 
out with them, and we became close as friends.  My parents would let them in a 
lot, and we would have sleepovers, play the game.  They pretty much kept me out 
of trouble, and they would also drop little advice, which I didn't pick up until later 
on in life.  So I think hanging out with them kept me away from the BS in my 
neighborhood. 
It is not unusual for Black males who endure internal and external dilemmas to become 
discouraged and begin to question the value of the time and money required to 
successfully complete college.  Further, sometimes, friends and family members will 
discourage the pursuit of high learning.  Larry shared his reaction to peers suggesting that 
higher learning was not worth the return on investment in time and money.  He said:   
People say, “If you go to college, it is a waste of money.  They just take your 
money.  It is just an extra four years, and it is learning for nothing.”  And I'm like, 
“No, I don't think so, bro. I think if you go to college, you make more money than 
working at McDonald's or Burger King.  If you go to college, you can work in an 
office, and you can own your own business.”  I always ask them, “Do you know 
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that?” And they're always, “No, I didn't know that.” I'm like, “Yeah, you should 
look into going to college.  Don't just assume that when somebody feeds you 
information that it is going to be all this and that. No, go experience it yourself.”  
For Raymond, it was just the opposite, as the influence of his peers led him to concluded 
that it was in his best interest to get away from home.  According to Raymond,  
I felt like I needed to get away because of the things that I was doing.  Me and my 
friends would get in trouble a lot.  I did some stuff that I knew I should not have 
done.  So, I knew that I needed to go somewhere.  My friend, he got into trouble, 
and that's why he's in the situation he is now.  All the stuff that he did, he didn't 
have to do that.  No one would have to do that.  One of my best friends was in a 
situation where he unable to finish high school, and he is still trying to do it now.  
My other friend is working, and just like my brother, college just wasn't for him, 
either.  He said that he was going to try it out, but he never did.   
Lastly, Craig, relied on his peers to help him navigate what he perceived at times as a 
racially hostile environment at the predominately White private school that he attended 
during high school.  He suggested the following: 
During my sophomore year, I actually started talking to friends and started 
building bonds.  I realized at that point that even though the Black students were 
separated a lot, it actually helped us form a stronger brotherhood.  They are still 
some of my best friends and we stay in contact.  We had every black kid in a 
group chat because we knew we had to stay close together because there was so 
much going on at school during that time.  One kid had written a letter, and it was 
pretty much a hit list or something like that.  So we just knew we had to stay 
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together. The group chat is still active to this day.  I started to talk to my White 
friends more about school and they helped a lot.  As an example, I never knew 
that there was something to help me with math called Desmos.  It helps with the 
graphs and everything.  I would've never learned that if I didn't talk to my friends 
and my tutor about it.  
Each of the participants demonstrated the significance of peers in their decision to focus 
in school and to attend college.  
 Neighborhood influences. The downward economic trends responsible for 
increasing the rate of crime and violence in many urban communities, created a new 
reality for many Black males forced some to become prisoners in their own homes.  Larry 
described the distributing reality that he faced:   
Our street was a gangbanger block, and it was really bad. They were killing 
people, shooting people and a lot of people were getting robbed.  I remember my 
godparents always telling me to come in before the street lights come on because 
that's how bad it was outside.  We didn't leave the block at all.  We knew that the 
block was dangerous, and it could be very harmful.  Me and my friends stayed in 
our houses.   
Craig added the following about his immediate environment prior to moving to a 
community with less poverty.  He shared:   
My first neighborhood was in the projects.  Our house got broken into three times 
in two months.  After the third time, while the police were still investigating, we 
just left.  We went to live in an apartment, and then after my mom met my step-
father, we moved to a better neighborhood.  It was a rebuilt neighborhood, and it 
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was relatively quiet.  kids would actually play outside.  I had a couple of friends, 
and it was a tight-knit community.  There was a school across the street.  
Everything was really cool.   
The opportunity to transition from a high-poverty neighborhood with high rates of crime 
to a lower-poverty neighborhood provided Craig with educational opportunities and 
forms of social capital that was not readily available to other participants.   
Dwight attributed the behavioral challenges that he encountered directly to his 
neighborhood conditions.  He also highlighted how the adverse conditions affected his 
family: 
I did get into a lot of trouble outside of school.  Because of the neighborhood that 
I lived in there was bound to be trouble.  I grew up in a really messed up area.  
The area is like a petri dish of gang violence.  An example being, in 2016, my 
mom got shot.  We live on a street where it is mostly older people, and then there 
are a few young folks. With them, you see more beautiful houses, so our street 
alone looks better than the ones surrounding us, but it is still drug dealers, 
gangbangers, and drama.   
He provided an account of how the neighborhood changed over time: 
When I was eight or nine I had multiple friends on the street.  There must have 
been at least like ten kids living in the neighborhood, and I was able to knock on 
almost any door to find a friend to play with during the day.  But as time went on, 
the neighborhood got worse, and parents became worried about their kids.  So, 
they moved away to better neighborhoods.  All the violence left my family and 
one other family remaining. 
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Neighborhoods, just like the peers with them, play a large role in the ability for Black 
males to focus on their academic success. 
Racialized stereotypes. Unlike the other participants in the study, Craig attended 
a predominately White private school and for the first time had to navigate his racial 
identity in the context of the school.  He shared, “All my life I went to a predominantly 
black school, like majority black, until high school when I transferred to a private school 
that was mostly White.”  Ultimately, he found this experience to be beneficial, but 
initially, he was apprehensive about exploring a new environment devoid of his 
childhood friends: 
The lack of diversity turned me away from the school a bit, but my mom told me 
it is for the better. You'll learn so much from being in that school, since I was so 
used to being in the majority-black school.  I originally wanted to go to school 
with my friends.  It was going to be my first time being the only black kid in a 
classroom full of white kids.  
Instead of dealing with cynical peers throughout high school, Craig had to learn how to 
deal with negative stereotypes.  This was a seminal moment for Craig, as this was his first 
time in an environment outside of his cultural element for extended periods consistently, 
and he had a lot of unanswered questions concerning interracial peer interactions.   He 
highlighted his initial thoughts about his new environment:  
I'm 14 at this time.  I never dealt with Caucasians at all.  I was just looking around 
the room, like are they racist?  How are they looking at me?  Are they able to talk 
to me?  Do I talk to them?  There was just so much going through my mind.  It 
wasn't until the last period that I had another black person in my class.  It was two 
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other guys in a class of 24.  So, I was just wondering how they looked at me.  
Because I looked at them like what am I supposed to do? 
Craig had to negotiate stereotypes he had about White people and predominantly White 
institutions, as well as the stereotypical manner in which he felt that they view him.  
Accordingly, he stated,  
I thought they degraded me in some type of way.  Because they feel like they 
were better than me.  Especially since I was going to a private Catholic school.  
Because I heard stereotypes about them being preppy all that stuff.  So, I just 
carried that mentality into the school. 
While Craig was learning how to navigate stereotypes about his racial identity, Darryl 
demonstrated how to use his racial pride as a source of motivation to establish a 
counternarrative by excelling in the structural inequalities.  To provide some context, 
Ellis et al. (2018) found that “Black male adolescents’ endorsement of being Black as a 
central part of their identity and having a strong sense of belonging and attachment to 
other Blacks in their school or community were positive predictors of their school 
efficacy” (p. 916).  Darryl shared his perspective on racial pride and how it drives him to 
succeed academically: 
It just makes me want to portray the race as something better than they portray it 
in media and stuff like that.  Especially in rap music.  Everybody thinks we drug 
dealers and murderers and stuff like that, the violence, and I just want to show 
them that there are Black people going to college, focused and ambitious.  So I sit 
in the front, and I try to get good grades so they can see that. 
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Darryl works hard to serve as a positive reflection of his race and help ameliorate the 
negative societal stereotypes about Black men.  As an example, he sits in the front of the 
class and works hard to earn exceptional grades, as demonstrated by his 3.93-grade point 
average.  Moreover, Darryl’s strong sense of attachment to other Blacks who attend 
school with him has manifested into him having high academic expectations for them as 
well.  He shared the following example: 
Because there are only a few other black people in my class, and I just don't like 
how sometimes they'll come really late, and then everybody looks. I'm like wow 
bro, why you got to come late?  I'm like we've got to come on time, and we've got 
to be presentable. Because I feel like everybody believes the stereotypes about us, 
and I work hard to show them different.  That’s why I sit in the front.  I just don't 
like it when we come late, or just be interrupting classes. 
Much like the influence of families, peers, and neighborhoods that provide both positive 
affirmations to achieve academically as well as some hinderances, stereotypes work to 
push the participants to defy stereotypes and to achieve greatness. 
School influences. The traditional narrative describing the relationship between 
Black males and urban school districts highlight the cultural incongruence between the 
curricula and the lived experiences of the students as well as the disconnect between the 
culture of the middle-class White female teachers and the culture found in the homes of 
the predominately Black and Brown working class students.  However, several themes 
emerged in this study that highlighted the positive impact that teachers, college advisors, 
and mentors have on the success of Black males in schools.  Schools are particularly vital 
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in filling a void for first-generation students.  As Darryl asserted, “I couldn't really go to 
my parents, 'cause they didn't go to college.”  He stated further: 
  My English teacher was very helpful, and he made me feel good about my writing 
abilities.  Mr. Jones was a good teacher, and I had him for AP English.  I was in 
the National Honors Society and did community service stuff.  I have to say the 
college advisor helped with most of the college stuff.   She was very active with 
us, so it made the process more relaxed, and it made me want to do it.  
Dwight shared positive experiences that he encountered with teachers as well while 
attending a that has a STEM focus.  According to Dwight, “Some teachers were very 
helpful.  As an example, my science teachers, and engineering teachers.  Another one was 
my Chinese teacher from 10th grade.  She really tried to push us to do better, because she 
had a different cultural experience.”  Larry had a similar experience with both teachers 
and the school’s college advisor.  He highlighted the significance of their role in his 
college choice decisions:  
Our college advisor made me want to go to college.  She attended the University 
of Michigan, and she knew that college was a good experience.  I went to my 
advisor every day.  She helped me throughout the whole process, every section, 
including researching colleges.  She helped me understand my financial aid and 
the scholarships from each school.  She was a big help.  Even the teachers at 
school fed us information about colleges. We talked about more than just the 
school or the homework or studying and all that.  
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In addition to teachers and college advisors in the school, mentors and pre-college 
programs also helped Black males transition through the college choice decision-making 
process.  Darryl explained:  
 In my junior year, I got involved in a mentorship program.  My mentor was 
connecting me with people, and he kept telling me how proud he was of me.  
When I was dealing with scholarships, I was talking with my mentor.  He helped 
me get my scholarship back when they sent the information to the wrong place.  
We meet every Tuesday and just talked about school or life, and we had to 
participate in three out of four volunteer events.  Then at the end of the year, there 
is a dinner for all the mentors and mentees go to downtown.  The two of us have 
stayed in contact.  My mentor connected me with somebody here, and she's 
working in financial aid.  I've got a few connections if I need anything.  I forgot 
about the Upward Bound program, but that was important, 'cause we'd talk about 
college and stuff too.     
Raymond, a marginal student overall, emerged into an A student as a result of being 
introduced to a program within his school for the construction trades.  According to 
Raymond,   
In the eleventh grade, I was in a program called Project Brotherhood, and I went 
to a trades school that allow me to do hands-on work.  That's where I found the 
love of construction. That is what got me focused in school.  Half of the day I did 
construction and the other half I attended regular classes.  I really got all A's my 
last year of high school.   
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After a challenging transition from public school to a private school, Craig was a bit 
discouraged by his less than stellar academic performance.  However, after meeting with 
a college adviser who visited his school, he learned that colleges look favorably on 
students who develop a positive trend in their grades after their freshmen year.  This 
helped him gain a different perspective and renewed sense of motivation.  Craig share the 
following: 
I struggled in my freshman and sophomore year because I didn't really know how 
to study for that school.  It was like they threw us in class and two weeks later, we 
had a test.  That just wasn't the way I learned.  So I had to adjust to it, and it took 
longer than I expected two years.  I remember somebody from Detroit Mercy 
mentioning that if your first-year grades are bad, you can turn it around the next 
two years and that just resonated with me.  They showed us that they consider the 
improvements that high school students make.  So, after hearing that, I flipped 
everything.  I ended up having all A's and B's in my junior year.  Then senior 
year, I think I only had one B throughout both semesters.  I got a tutor.  He helped 
me the whole way throughout Algebra and Geometry.  He helped me no matter 
what, and I started reaching out to my teachers more.   
Like the influences already mentioned, schools often employ individuals and 
opportunities that provide Black males with the much-needed motivation to consider 
college as well as succeed academically.  
College-Going Practices  
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The college-going practices of the participants in the study were informed by the 
social and cultural capital found in their homes.  It was also impacted by their peers as 
well as the middle and high schools they attended. 
Information gathering. The participants in this study were high achieving 
African American males who had multiple options for college enrollment.  By 
conducting an exhaustive search to determine the best college fit African American 
males, increase opportunities for success.  Lehmann (2017) found that “word-of-mouth, 
college websites, college planning/ranking websites, online reviews/comments, campus 
tours, and college e-mail were more influential sources of information than were social 
media when making an enrollment decision” (p. 10).  With respect to African Americans, 
in particular, Van Horn (2010) found that “the odds of enrolling in postsecondary 
education increased by 1.4 for African American students who obtained college entrance 
information from college recruiters, publications /websites, and/or college search guides” 
(p. 96).  The participants in this study exemplify these findings. 
Larry discussed when he started to gather information about college and what 
sources he used most during his college search.  According to Larry, “[it was] about the 
eleventh grade when we start looking into colleges.  We looked into all the colleges and 
started watching multiple videos with our teachers, and that was when I knew that I was 
going to college.”  He elaborated further: “I researched and researched.  I was 
considering about four schools, and I researched all the schools that I wanted to go to.”   
Like Larry, Darryl started gaining information during his junior year of high 
school as well, and he was also conscious of the college search activities of his friends.  
He stated the following: 
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I have to say junior year, 'cause that's when we had to start making sure we were 
doing stuff like visiting colleges and stuff like that. So yeah, I would say the 
junior year, 'cause in my junior year that's when I really started to do stuff.  My 
other friends, they didn't know or they didn't want to go to college, so they didn't 
do certain things I did. 
Like Darryl, Dwight was actively engaged in the college search phase.  He described his 
college search activities: 
I used multiple sites.  I would go to the school site, and I would get their 
information that they provided in school.  Then, I would go to College Factual.  I 
would also look up other little statistics.  I kind of treated it as a homework 
assignment, and I would show my dad, and then we would work out the math 
after I got my scholarships.  
It is essential to conduct due diligence when searching for information about 
colleges, as the wrong choice could determine the difference between success and failure.  
This is particularly important for African American males who already have a low-rate of 
college persistence.  Hilton and Bonner (2017) noted the factors that contribute to 
disparate college enrollment and success rates of Black males “that could potentially lead 
to a student’s inability to adjust to college life, such as choice of major, inadequate K-12 
preparation, faculty expectations for students of color versus White students, financial aid 
accessibility, possible language barriers, and faculty interaction and availability” (p. 
1054). 
College visitation. In making their college enrollment decision, the participants in 
the study considered several factors, including the amount of diversity they experienced 
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on the campus during their visits, as well as on the university website.  As a result of a 
school-sponsored visit to a local college, Darryl eliminated one of his top choices based 
on attributes that were important to him as a prospective student.  He shared an overview 
of his visit to a State College:  
I got to see the community, and throughout the field trip, I was just thinking, 
"Wow,” I really only saw like one person that looked like me.  So I didn't really 
feel that I wanted to go there, 'cause I wouldn't feel as comfortable as going 
somewhere that had a bit more  diversity.  But State, it wasn't really any diversity 
there. 
Dwight also share his thoughts on campus diversity, as it was a critical enrollment 
consideration for him as well.  He asserted: 
I think one thing that scares black students away from certain colleges is they'll 
look at the diversity and see it is still predominately White, and they never see 
what the students of color actually do on campus.  When I came, I was just 
hopeful.  I didn't see multicultural organizations, like Black Scholars, Sigmas, or 
the Black Student Government.  I had to learn about that when I got on campus.  I 
think if they showed that more, that would encourage more students to come. 
Larry visited his top choices with a keen eye on the culture and climate of the school, and 
freshmen orientation provided the exposure that he was seeking.  He highlighted the 
impact that his visit during orientation had on his decisions.   He said, “When I came here 
for orientation, I caught a connection with this school.  When I left, I was still thinking 
about the experience.  It was fun.”   
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For students who reside in impoverished communities, their financial aid award is 
a contributing factor to their final enrollment decision.  Darryl discussed how he made his 
enrollment decision between two colleges that he considered.  Darryl stated, “I mean 
State College was a decent school, but this school just gave me the most money, and I 
was really worried about not having to take out a lot of loans and stuff like that.”  
Dwight, Darryl, and Larry demonstrated the importance of being able to observe the 
college experiences and environment firsthand as those things play a role in their 
collegiate decisions. 
Making Meaning of the College Choice Experience   
 Considering the dilemmas that African American males face in society and 
schools, as well as the fact that many are first-generation college students, the experience 
associated with successfully navigating the college decision-making process has a special 
meaning.  One of the participants crystalized it best with the following statement:  
To look back and see everything I overcame to be in this spot. I didn't really 
notice how much I went through until now.  Coming from a 1.7 GPA compared to 
coming out of middle school a 3.4.  That's a big difference, and I didn't really 
notice it, but now I'm sitting back like, "Whoa."  My life could have went two 
completely different ways.  I could have just stayed on the path of being a C 
average student my junior year, but then I just felt a switch, and I think I finished 
with 3.0 or something. So my life could have gone two completely different ways. 
Darryl accentuated the impact that it would have on family members that will come after 
him.  He posited the following:  
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It is going to be an achievement also because I'm a first-generation.   I got a little 
brother and a little sister.  My sister is in high school, and my little brother is in 
middle school.  They might want to go to college if they see me finish. 
Like Darryl, Dwight thought about what his success in college would mean to the next 
generation of family members.  He noted the following:  
I think if I do it, not only will it be satisfying for me to walk across the stage, but 
for my nephew, it will give him an example of what he should do. For my brother, 
who dropped out, it will just show him that maybe he can keep going. 
Craig suggested the following about how he made meaning of the college choice 
decision-making process: 
Walking across the stage as a college graduate would feel like I'm proving 
everyone wrong. For example, in my sophomore year, my counselor said I'd be 
lucky to walk across the high school stage, and then I started considering the 
community college route.  It will mean a lot to my mom and my siblings. It will 
show my siblings that you can actually do it.  It is going to be hard, but you can 
get through it.  My little brother is 10 years old now, and I talk to him every day.  
He knows it is hard, and he's already committed.  He is already saying, “I'm going 
to college.” So, I feel like I'm a big part of that. Cause he looks up to me for 
everything.  He plays football because I played football. 
Summary 
Impoverished conditions have a significant impact on the life experiences and 
educational aspirations of Black males.  Limited family resources often force many Black 
males to grow up in urban communities that have high rates of concentrated poverty and 
COLLEGE CHOICE AND AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES  106 
 
 
 
single-parent households.  Despite limited social and cultural capital, some Black males 
still manage to navigate neighborhoods that have high crime and violence rates as well 
schools that often serve as hostile environments based on disparate rates of suspense and 
expulsions at that occur as early as pre-school and high school dropout rates that exceed 
40% in some large urban cities, which happen to be where most Black males are 
populated (J. H. Jackson, 2008).  According to Zilanawala, Martin, Noguera, and Mincy 
(2018), 
We know a lot about the young men with the worst outcomes, but very little about 
when the signs of trouble first become manifest.  We also know relatively little 
about those who succeed, other than that they managed to avoid failure. (p. 144)  
What this study demonstrates is the role that family, peers, schools, and neighborhoods 
play in the lives of Black males as a means of providing navigational capital, family 
capital and social capital.    
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Chapter Five: Discussion and Conclusions 
This study explored the strengths that African American males employ to help 
develop and fulfill their educational aspirations to enroll in a four-year college or 
university.  It was undergirded by the factors that influence the college-choice decision-
making process as understood through the conceptual framework associated with Hossler 
and Gallagher's (1987) three-phase college choice model.  The impact of impoverished 
neighborhood conditions, a diminished college-going culture in urban schools and 
communities, and limited family social and cultural capital have established barriers that 
leave many African American males feeling hopeless about the prospect of becoming 
college-educated.  Freeman (2005) highlighted the distinct ways that families of first-
generation African American college students establish a college-going culture within 
their home that fosters a belief in the possibility of earning a college degree.  Her cultural 
analysis helped expand the previous iteration of college choice models and provided an 
alternative to the deficit narrative often used to describe the parental supports that Black 
parents provide for their children.  Freeman's (2005) depiction of the cultural 
characteristics of African American students facilitated her ability to “interpret why 
African American students have the highest stated aspiration to participate in higher 
education among all groups, and yet their actual participation does not match their stated 
interest” (p. 111).  This study aims to help address questions associated with the 
aspiration–attainment paradox associated with Black males and college enrollment by 
examining the factors that facilitated the college enrollment of Black males currently 
enrolled in college.  
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This chapter has four distinct sections.  It begins with a summary of the research 
project.  The next section includes a thematic summary of the research findings aligned 
with the research questions that guided the study.  The third section summarized the 
findings compared to the research literature.  The fourth section discusses the limitations 
of the study, as well as implications for policy and future research.   
Overview of the Study    
 This study used in-depth interviews as well as a critical theory framework to 
answer six research questions.  This particular framework was used to accentuate the 
voice of the participants in the study and “critique historical and structural conditions of 
oppression and seeks the transformation of those conditions” (Glesne, 2005, p. 7).   
Exploring the aspiration–attainment gap, necessitates such a model, as racial hegemony 
led to the development of the inequalities that undergird the phenomenon.  Moreover, this 
study utilizes a case study design that relies on multiple sources of evidence (Yin, 2013; 
Creswell, 2012; Merriam, 2001).   
In-depth one-on-one interviews informed by phenomenology served as the 
primary data collection method.  The intent of phenomenologically grounded 
interviewing is to “have the participant reconstruct his or her experience within the topic 
under study” (Seidman, 2005, p. 15).  As such, the participants reconstructed their 
experiences in middle and high school, as well as their experiences growing up within 
their respective communities.  The interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed for 
each participant.  The second method of data collection included a college choice survey.  
This survey served as a cross-sectional instrument used to explore factors associated with 
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the college choice decision-making process (Hayes, 2014).  The third and fourth methods 
of data collection included a review of documentation and archival records.   
The participants consisted of African American males enrolled in their freshmen 
year of college who also resided in a residential living and learning community on the 
campus of a mid-sized university in the Midwest.  This residential living community is 
open to all males students of color entering the university as freshmen.  First-year tudents 
served as the sample group because of their recent experience with the college-choice 
decision-making process.  
Analysis of the Results       
Darryl. Darryl was one of five children reared in a two-parent household.  
Despite having both parents at home, his family encountered times of financial difficulty.  
Darryl suggested that he lived in a “decent community.”  A community that periodically 
experiences unrest and violent crimes.  In high school, as an example, he learned while 
on Facebook about the murder of one of his close friends.  For those reasons, he 
maintains a small circle of friends and spends most of his time with family members.   
He considered himself a follower in middle school but has transitioned into a 
leader in high school.  In describing his leadership qualities, Darryl suggested that some 
of his close friends were inspired to sit in the front of the class because of observing how 
serious he was about school.  To prepare for college, he enrolled in advanced placement 
courses during high school.   
Further, his college advisor in high school, as well as his English teacher, helped 
him explore colleges to consider for enrollment.  His English teacher made him feel a 
strong sense of academic self-efficacy in his writing ability.  Darryl also had a mentor 
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who exposed him to people who were influential in the community.  He applied to five 
colleges but ultimately chose the same university that his sister previously attended, 
although she did not graduate.  Darryl based his college decision on three factors: (a) the 
ability to get away from home, (b) the small feel of the university relative to large 
universities, and (c) his financial aid package, which included scholarships.   
When asked about how he made meaning of his status as an African American 
male enrolled in college, he talked more about his family than himself.  He said, “I think 
my little brother and little sister probably look up to me, and then my friends because I 
am the only one that went to a university, so they would be happy I graduated.”  
Dwight. Like Darryl, Dwight also grew up in a two-parent household.  He was 
the youngest of several siblings.  Neither parent was college educated, but they worked 
diligently at the local hospital and government agencies.  His father’s work experience 
informed his academic and career interest.  Similar to the first participant, Dwight’s 
family dynamics did not result in economic advantages associated with the neighborhood 
he lived in during high school.  Dwight described his neighborhood as a “petri dish of 
gang violence” that resulted in his mother becoming a victim of gun violence.  Most of 
Dwight’s friends from elementary school have moved out of the community, and he 
expressed concern about his nephews whom he left behind when leaving for college.  
Dwight credits two friends with protecting him and providing needed encouragement to 
help him avoid the wrong crowd.   
Earning good grades came easy to Dwight; he attended a high school focused on 
math and science.  He enrolled in advance placement courses and finished high school 
with a 3.6 GPA.  He applied to six universities, both in-state and out-of-state, and gained 
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information about colleges from admission counselors who visited his high school.  He 
also learned information about college by reviewing multiple sources, including the 
school site, an online site called College Factual, and searching the internet.  His father 
assisted him in assessing the financial aid packages.  According to Dwight, when he 
made his final college decision, he “was comfortable with it, comfortable with where it 
was at, the diversity and everything.”   
Dwight encapsulated the meaning of his college journey and what it would mean 
to earn a college degree by focusing on the impact that it would have on others.  He 
considered family members that could not enroll in college because of financial reasons 
and even those that just lacked motivation.  According to Dwight, “It would be satisfying 
for me to walk across the stage, but it is for people like my dad who just went to the 
military.  For my nephew, it will give him an example of what he should do.  For my 
brother, who dropped out, it will just show him that maybe he can keep going.” 
Raymond. Raymond grew up in a household lead by a single mother.  His mother 
has a two-year college degree and works in the automotive industry.  Raymond’s father 
was not engaged in his life as a child.  He described his father as someone who “ran the 
streets.”  His family moved from a large urban city to a smaller community and school 
district, which, according to Raymond, provide an opportunity to get away from 
undesirable peers and focus on school.   
He had average grades in middle school, but, his grades improved noticeably 
during his junior and senior of high school.  His grades increased, in part, because of his 
opportunity to enroll in a career and technical education program, which allow him to 
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spend half the school day working on construction projects and the other half in the 
traditional school.   
Unlike Darryl and Dwight, Raymond aspired to enroll at a community college 
instead of a university.  His mother, however, encouraged him to attend a four-year 
college and provided financial support.  Raymond selected his current university based 
on a family member’s experience with the university.   
When asked about what earning a college degree would mean to Raymond, he 
noted:  
I'm not saying that I'm completely done with college.  I feel like if I don't know 
what I want to do, why do something that's going to take time.  Like if I get a 
major in construction management, I don't even know if I want to do that.  I want 
to be happy with the job that I am doing for the rest of my life, and not getting 
mad every time I've got to wake up. 
Larry. Like Raymond, Larry was raised in a single-parent household.  He was 
eight years old when his father began serving an eight-year prison sentence for trafficking 
drugs.  His father recently returned home and they have renewed their bond.  His mother 
worked at a local fast-food restaurant since she was 16 years old and ultimately became a 
manager.  He credits her for being his main inspiration to attend college.  As a result of 
his mother having three children at an early age, Larry spent most of his time with a 
foster parent, whom he referred to as a babysitter, until he was 12 years old and reunited 
with his mother.  His academic achievement improved after rejoined his family, as his 
mother established high academic expectations in her household.  It was also the first 
time that he recalled making the school honor roll.  Larry applied to four universities 
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during his college search process, and he made his college decision based on the most 
affordable option among those four schools.  Further, he accentuated that being the first 
to graduate in his family would be something special.  He talked about setting an example 
not just for his younger brothers and sisters, but his younger cousins, nephews, and 
nieces. 
Craig. Craig lived in a household with his mother and grandmother until he was 
about ten years old.  His father was in his life as a child, but lost contact with him for a 
number of years until recently.  Craig, his mother, and grandmother initially lived in an 
environment where  neighborhood gangs broke into their home three times in two 
months.  His family ultimately moved to a less impoverished neighborhood once his 
mother married.  He described his new neighborhood as a tight-knit community with a 
school directly across the street.  Craig attended elementary and middle school with 
friends that he was familiar with since kindergarten.  That all changed when his mother 
enrolled him in a private school, where he found himself in an environment where he was 
often the only Black male in the classroom.  He recalls that he stayed to himself during 
his first year, but “then [in his] sophomore year, [he] started talking to friends and started 
building bonds.” 
Moreover, they started a group chat that is still active today:  “We just knew we 
had to stay together. We had teachers and staff who like supported black kids.  So if we 
ever needed anything or something happened, we could go straight to them.”  He 
struggled his first few years in the new environment, but ultimately learned how to 
navigate the cultural environment.   
COLLEGE CHOICE AND AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES  114 
 
 
 
During his college search phase, Craig applied to four schools, both in-state and 
out-of-state.  He was savvy about searching the internet to conduct a cross-comparison of 
the cost of tuition and majors of the universities that he was considering.  His enrollment 
decision was based primarily on a comparison of financial aid awards offered from his 
college choice set.  He also highlighted the distance away from home and diversity were 
important considerations related to his final enrollment decision.    
Summary of Findings  
In this section, the findings from the study are summarizes based on the research 
questions that directed the study. 
Research question one. How do first-generation college students who are 
African American males develop and nurture their aspiration to enroll in college? 
As many African American males are first-generation college students, 
developing a college-going disposition does not occur seamlessly.  Darryl, who had the 
highest high school and college GPA of the participants in the study, asserted that he was 
the only one among his peer group of five or six to enroll in college.  He recalled several 
college visits during middle school that nurtured his college aspirations, and he began to 
view his grades from a more discerning perspective starting in the eighth grade.  Darryl 
was earning exceptional grades starting his freshmen in high school, and his sister, who 
was a high school junior or senior at the same school, conveyed information about the 
college-going process.  A review of his high school transcript corroborates the data 
gathered from the one-on-one in-depth interview.  Darryl earned one B and all A’s during 
his first year in high school.  Like many African American males growing up in urban 
neighborhoods, Darryl, along with his peers, experienced an unpleasant encounter with 
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the police during middle school.  It resulted in probation but, more importantly, served as 
an opportunity for Darryl to begin to realize the need to be more vigilant about how his 
decision would impact his future.  After the experience with the police, Darryl tightened 
his circle of friends and began to spend more time with his siblings and focused on school 
as his way out of those immediate circumstances.   
  Darryl shared that he did not care what other people thought about him after that 
experience, so he began to focus on what was more important.  A part of developing and 
nurturing the aspiration to enroll in college for Darryl occurred when he developed a 
better understanding of who he was as an African American male.  This view is 
consistent with the literature about Black identity development highlighted by Ellis, et al. 
(2018) who asserted that “Black male adolescents’ endorsement of being Black as a 
central part of their identity and having a strong sense of belonging and attachment to 
other Blacks in their school or community were positive predictors of their school 
efficacy” (p. 916).  In like manner, Everett (2016) found that high achieving Black males 
are motivated to defy stereotypes, by becoming successful despite the odds of their 
success.  Further, Wright, Maylor, and Becker (2016) found that Black males utilize 
multiple forms of capital in their effort to “reject the school ‘failure’ label and pursue 
further and/or higher education” (p. 9).  They postulated further that Black males in their 
study engaged in a “turnaround narrative,” similar to Darryl’s, that “involves recovery 
from a setback or personal failure. . . for example, addiction, street crime, juvenile 
detention, getting away from people or places that contribute to past problems” (p. 7).  
 My personal turnaround narrative involves street crime at an early age during the 
height of the crack cocaine epidemic in the 1980’s.  Like the young men in the study, I 
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also grew up in an urban impoverished neighborhood that experienced high crime and 
violence.  Almost overnight, our experiences transitioned from playing sports throughout 
the neighborhood to selling drugs.  I was arrested at the age of 16 and immediately sent to 
juvenile detention where I sat through the summer awaiting trial.  That experience, 
although embarrassing at the time, was actually one of the best things that ever happened.  
It forced me to, for the first time, begin thinking about my future.  I felt certain that if I 
failed to do something different than I was definitely going to prison or to an early grave.  
Unfortunately, over time I watched both of things occur to my immediate circle of friends 
and countless others in the community.  Like Noguera (2008), I realize that the only thing 
that spared me the “fate of so many of our brethren was luck—not getting caught for past 
indiscretions and not being in the wrong place at the wrong time” (p. 20). 
Research question two. In what ways, do family members influence the college 
choice decision-making process of African American males who are first-generation 
college students? 
Larry provides an excellent example of the impact of family members on 
academic achievement and educational aspirations.  His father was in jail for most of his 
life, and his mother, a teenager at the time of his birth, was unable to provide for her three 
children.  As a result, Larry was forced to live with someone he referred to at times as a 
babysitter and other times as a foster care mother.  He reality at home had an adverse 
impact on his achievement in school.  During that time, he viewed school as a place for 
recess, and he attended each day to “play around with his friends and be a jokester.”   
That all changed when he was reunited with his mother and other siblings while in 
middle school at age twelve.  Larry’s mother quickly established a new level of academic 
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expectation, and he recognized that “every time I got As, and Bs and I was on the honor 
roll, my mom was happy.”  He started his freshman year in high school with all A’s and 
one C, and the second semester he earned all A’s and one B.  His final high school GPA 
was 3.43.  He credits watching his mother work two jobs with motivating him to want to 
go to college.   
The findings from this study are consistent with other studies that emphasized the 
significant role that family members play in influencing the educational aspirations of 
Black males.  As highlighted within the framework of community cultural capital, it 
refers to the knowledge or inspiration that families provide to children that nurture their 
postsecondary enrollment (Carey, 2016).  In a recent study on how family influences 
impact the college-going process of Black and Latino boys, Carey (2016) concluded that 
although the participant’s parents were unable to provide knowledge about the college-
going process, their aspirations for their children by their own personal experiences and 
living conditions.   
My own experiences with my family shaped my college experiences. As a first-
generation college student, my mother was unable to help me with information about 
college.  In fact, my educational aspirations were not influenced by her encouraging me 
to go into college.  She retired from General Motors after working 25 years on the 
production line. My mother would have been happy for me if I worked on the production 
line, pursued a trade or enlisted in the military.  What stood out most about my mother 
during my adolescent years was that she supported anything that I had an interest in 
pursuing, and she always made me feel that she believed in me.  When I started talking 
about college, the two of us would have open discussions about financing my education.  
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Further, although I filled out the financial aid application, each year she made sure that 
her taxes were filed in time and that I had a copy. 
Research question three. How do peers influence the development of college 
aspirations of African American males who are first-generation college students? 
In a recent study that assessed the impact of peer influences, Ransaw and Green 
(2016) concluded from their study that peer pressure can be both negative and positive, 
and it can “can be more influential that ethnicity, gender, or income” (p.12).  Darryl 
understood that some of his peers could serve as an impediment to his success.  He made 
a conscious decision to “not break up with my friends” but “start focusing on what better 
for” him.   
Similarly, Larry highlighted the ability to distinguish between friends whom he 
perceived as good versus those that are bad.  According to Larry, “I had some good 
friends, and I had some bad friends.  I knew the difference between them both.  I knew if 
I wanted to do good things, I had to separate from my bad friends.”  Positive peers can 
help provide general information that could support academic success.  For instance, 
Craig, who struggled in math, asserted “[I] never knew that there was something to help 
me with on math.  It is called Desmos.  It helps with the graphs and everything. I 
would've never learned that if I didn't talk to my friends.”  
Enrolling at a local community college is often the most cost-effective approach 
towards earning a college degree; however, this is often not the best option for Black 
males who reside in adverse neighborhood conditions because of the reality of the 
difficulty in finding a place to study at home without interruptions from family members 
or friends.  Darryl summarized this sentiment clearly:  
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I didn’t really want to go to a community college, because I knew I would still be 
at home.  If I stayed home, I knew that I’d be around my friends, and I just 
thought I needed to get away so I could focus more on my grades. 
Similar to Darryl, the place of college attendance made a difference in my life.  
Making the decision to travel 800 miles away from home to attend Alabama State 
University may have saved my life.  It was such a tumultuous time for urban and 
impoverished communities across the country when I was a teenager, for many years I 
have felt a sense of survivors remorse about not experiencing the mass industrial prison 
complex.  Many of my close friends and family members have spent decades incarcerated 
and others were murdered in the same streets that we played football on during our youth.  
As Darryl shared, I knew that I needed to get away, and I considered the opportunity to 
do so as my way out of risking my life selling drugs.  To this day, I consider the majority 
of the friends that I associated with during that time good people.  It was not the people 
that I desired to get away from as much as the things that we were doing such as having 
easy access to large quantities of drugs, which made that life more alluring and more 
difficult to resist.  Going to school elsewhere meant getting away from a life inundated 
with violence and drugs. 
Research question four. How do African American males who are first-
generation experience the college search stage?  
This question explored the second phase of the college decision-making process 
and is the least explored among the three phases.  The findings suggest that African 
American males employ multiple approaches to obtain information about postsecondary 
institutions during their search process.  The search process for Larry started in the office 
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of his school’s college advisor.  The advisor helped him research colleges, understand his 
financial aid, and fill out scholarship applications.  Darryl received assistance gaining 
information about colleges from his sister who previously enrolled in college, and he 
participated in several field trips to visit colleges.  University websites were a source of 
valuable information, as well.  Craig took advantage of the opportunity to meet with 
admissions counselors who visited his high school throughout the school year and also 
utilized internet sites that allowed him to compare colleges against one another.  The 
college search phase began in earnest during the junior and senior year for most 
participants in the study.  The exception was Raymond, who initially had his sights set on 
the local community college until his mother and other family members encouraged him 
to think more broadly.  Subsequently, he gathered information about colleges from 
friends, or family members enrolled at various colleges.   
Hossler, Schmit, and Vesper (1999) found that students gather information about 
college in three distinct ways: attentive search, active search, and interactive search.  
During the attentive stage, students search passively, meaning that they are not pursuing 
information, but will engage in discussions if prompted to do so.  Conversely, the student 
in the active stage is seeking to collect information through discussions with friends, 
counselors, parents, and others.  Students are in the interactive stage of the college search 
process when they begin to initiate discussions about the college.  Most participants in 
this study engaged in an interactive college search to collect college information.  The 
findings of this study were consistent with Whitney's  (2017) research, where “students 
reported that word-of-mouth, college websites, college planning/ranking websites, online 
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reviews/comments, campus tours, and college e-mail” were valuable sources of college 
information (p. 10).  
Research question five. What factors influence the college enrollment decision of 
African American males? 
The finding from the college choice survey suggests that the most consistent 
factor that influenced the participant’s choice college selection was their college visit.  
Further, concerning factors that were important to their enrollment decision, each 
respondent indicated that price was essential, and three out of five participants posited 
that diversity was important.  One participant noted, after participating in a visit to a 
prospective college, “Wow, I really only saw one person that looked like me.  So, I didn't 
really feel that I wanted to go there.” 
When making their college enrollment decision, the African American males in 
the study valued the opportunity to get away from their immediate environment.  In some 
cases, that meant leaving home to attend college an hour away, and in other cases that 
resulted in crossing the state line.  Larry discussed how the university’s new student 
orientation influenced his enrollment decision: “I visited all the top schools I wanted to 
attend, but after I came here for orientation, I caught a connection with this school.”  
While it may have been the orientation that forged the connection, ultimately, the price 
sold him on the school, as Larry found his current school to be the “the cheapest and most 
affordable option” for him.  Craig made his selection on three primary attributes that 
included “diversity, money, and location.” 
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Research question six. How do African American males make meaning of their 
experience with the college choice decision-making process? 
Almost instinctively, four out of the five participants mentioned other people 
when attempting to make meaning of the college decision-making process.  Darryl 
discussed how his little brother and sister look up to him as a college student and how 
they, as well as his friends who did not pursue college, would be proud of him if he were 
to graduate.  Larry mentioned his siblings, too, but also focused on his cousins, nieces, 
and nephews.  He felt that if he were to graduate that would instill a belief in them that 
they could do it too.  Dwight made meaning of the college decision-making process by 
highlighting the myriad reasons some family members fail to enroll in college suggesting 
that his ability to preserver through the process would inspire others to do the same.  
Craig summarized it best with the following statement: “It would mean a lot to my mom 
and my siblings definitely.  It will show them that you can actually do it.  My little 
brother is already saying, ‘I'm going to college.’  So, I feel like I'm a big part of that. 
Cause he looks up to me for everything. He plays football because I played football.” 
Although the participants acknowledged that their parents were most influential in 
encouraging them to attend college, when articulating what it would mean to earn a 
college degree, most participants considered those who are coming after them, such as 
younger siblings, nieces, or nephews.  The possibility of being the first to earn a college 
degree was an essential consideration for the participants of the study when 
contemplating the meaning of the college decision-making process as African American 
males.   
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Limitations 
 This study employed a case study analysis to explore the factors that influence the 
college choice decisions of African American males, and how they make meaning of 
their experience. The three-series interview process utilized for this study provided an 
opportunity for rich data collection.  At the same time, the limited sample size, along with 
the focus on recruiting African American males who reside in a unique residential living 
community, maked it difficult to generalize the results of the study to a population 
beyond the sample.  The study was limited to African American males in their first year 
of college.  Another limitation of the study was that all of the participants were from the 
Midwest and first-generation college students.  Additional research should consider 
including students from different socioeconomic and geographic backgrounds, as well as 
students who are second-general college students.   
Implications for Future Research 
Utilizing the concept of social and cultural capital to undergird this study helped 
put into perspective the valuable contribution that parents have on the college decision-
making process of their children. 
Parental involvement in school. Teachers and school administrators often view 
the parental involvement of Black parents through a deficit lens.  Their absence at 
parent/teacher conferences suggests to many educators that Black parents are not 
concerned about the educational achievement of their children.  The participants of this 
study provided a counternarrative.  Not only do Black parents care about the education of 
their children, but they have the most significant impact on their educational aspirations.  
While the ability to help pay for college is significant, even those parents who lack 
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financial and cultural capital can still effectively nurture the educational aspirations of 
Black males.  The participants highlighted how their parents accentuated high academic 
expectations and monitored academic outcomes in areas such as literacy and numeracy to 
ensure proficiency.  Based on the significance of the impact of parental influence on 
college enrollment, more research is needed to help understand why the efforts of Black 
parents seem to have a more significant impact on Black females than Black males. 
Community cultural wealth. Impoverished communities and schools can be 
challenging spaces to navigate successfully.  The high rate of violence and crime that 
permeates poor urban cities has led to exceptionally high rates of incarceration and 
school suspensions for Black males.  In her seminal study, The New Jim Crow, Alexander 
(2010), posited that the criminal justice system in America has “emerged as a stunningly 
comprehensive and well-disguised system of racialized social control that functions in a 
manner strikingly similar to Jim Crow” (p. 4).  At the same time, school policies help 
“reinforce deeply etched stereotypes of youth of color as dangerous and criminal” 
(Robbins, 2009, p. 116).  It takes various strengths to traverse through these systems of 
inequities, and many Black males lack the support system and resources needed to 
overcome these adverse conditions.  According to Yosso (2005), community cultural 
wealth “offers an assets-based approach to understanding the persistence of 
underrepresented minority students” (p. 94).  Yosso posited that “cultural wealth 
encompassed the unique cultural capital of marginalized students, as well as other 
accumulated resources, that they employed to complete high school and aspire to a 
college degree” (p. 96).  Future research should explore how utilizing the various forms 
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of capital associated with community cultural wealth can help more Black males navigate 
systemic barriers to their success. 
Middle school to high school transition. Considering the significance of the 
predisposition phase of the college decision-making process more research is needed to 
understand the middle school to high school transition better.  This transitional period is 
the time when educational aspirations become cemented and academic outcomes become 
paramount for college enrollment.   
Moreover, for many Black males, this is the period where suspensions become 
commonplace and lead to expulsions or some students dropping out of school.  When we 
learn more about the factors that encourage more Black males to begin to ensure that 
their grades more accurately reflect their aspiration to enroll in college, the easier it will 
be to coordinate interventions that help ameliorate the barriers that serve to level their 
success.  Holland's (2017) qualitative study asked 43 African American college students 
to consider the people, experiences, or institutions that helped or hindered their transition 
from high school to college.  They concluded that  
part of the disparity between these students’ aspirations and the realization of their 
goals may lie in their minimal college knowledge and nominal participation in 
postsecondary preparatory activities that have frequently been caused by the 
historic, and ongoing, systematic disenfranchisement of African Americans.  (p. 
796) 
Holland’s work, along with the work with that of Freeman (2005), Toldson and 
Johns (2016), and Warren and Bonilla (2018), reflect the type of work that is needed in 
the college choice literature relative to Black males.   
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A unique component of this study asked the participants to make meaning of the 
college-going process by explaining what it would mean to them to complete their 
college education based on the factors that influenced their college choice experience.  In 
answering this question, four out of the five participants focused on what their graduation 
would mean to others, such as their siblings, nieces, and nephew, as well as their parents.  
Additional research is needed in this area to explore how this dynamic could be utilized 
more effectively prepare additional family members to support the educational 
aspirations of African American males and encourage more black males to view college 
as an option.  
Educational Implications 
Creating more opportunities for Black males to further their education beyond 
high school should be a national imperative.  The benefits of more Black males enrolled 
in college and fewer housed in correctional facilities would have implications that 
positively impact every aspect of our society.  Fortunately, there is currently a bipartisan 
consensus at both the state and federal level to redress the racial bias and inhumane 
mandatory drug sentencing laws that ensure that Black males throughout America who 
commit nonviolent drug offenses would spend the remainder of their lives incarcerated.  
There is a conspicuous absence, however, of initiatives to address their educational 
inequities.   
Racial hegemony and socially constructed negative stereotypes about their 
masculinity  make it socially acceptable to codify a structure of inequitable treatment 
towards Black males in public schools that has led to unacceptably high rates of school 
suspensions, expulsions, and dropouts.  By indoctrinating stereotypes of Black males as 
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dysfunctional and violent, it made it easier historically to view them as indentured 
servants.  Today, those same stereotypes make it more palatable for American society to 
turn a blind eye to their systemic exclusion for public education.  According to Robbins 
(2009), school policies help “reinforce deeply etched stereotypes of youth of color as 
dangerous and criminal” (p. 116).   
It takes various strengths to traverse through systems of inequities in educational 
settings, and many Black males lack the support system and resources needed to 
overcome historical and ongoing barriers to their success.  For those Black males who 
overcome the odds and enroll in college, Yosso's (2005), concept of community cultural 
wealth offers an anti-deficit perspective to understanding their resilience.  Holland (2017) 
posited that community cultural wealth is “generated from within individuals, families, 
and communities” (p. 808).  This form of strength manifests in the six types of capital, 
including aspirational capital, linguistic capital, familial capital, social capital, 
navigational capital, and resistant capital (Yosso, 2005).  Exploring how Black males 
utilize community cultural wealth can help schools establish a new narrative that focuses 
on the positive attributes that they bring into the school instead of the traditional deficit 
narrative approach.     
Black parents also experience negative perceptions within the educational 
community.  The deficit narrative used to describe Black parents suggests that they do 
not care enough about the education of their children.  Further, the opportunity for Black 
parents to utilize their agency to advocate for their children “is often constrained because 
they tend not to receive the same kind of respect and responsiveness from school 
authorities when they seek recourse for change” (Noguera, 2008, p. 233).  For more 
COLLEGE CHOICE AND AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES  128 
 
 
 
Black males to succeed, schools must begin to realize that Black parents are concerned 
about the educational achievement of their children.  In their study on how Black mothers 
exhibit community cultural capital, Allen and White-Smith (2018) found that their 
aspirational capital derives from their lived experiences as working-class parents who 
strive to improve the life outcomes of their children. 
Moreover, they use their struggle to motivate their children to go beyond their 
level of educational achievement in order to secure more rewarding opportunities.  
Despite the perception of Black parents, Allen and White-Smith (2018) contend that 
“Black parents manage their children’s education by providing proper care in the home, 
maintaining high academic expectations, or involving their children in community. . . and 
leadership activities” (p. 4).   
Huerta et al. (2018) posited that the “majority of low-income families do not 
understand how to navigate the postsecondary educational planning that may impact 
academic course preparation and participation in extracurricular activities in high school” 
(p. 5).  This unfortunate reality was consistent with the research findings for this study, as 
most of the participants were first-generation college students.  To that end, high school 
counselors and college advisors must provide relevant and ongoing information about the 
college enrollment process to Black males from underserved communities and their 
families.  Providing Black males with information and connecting them directly to 
postsecondary institutions will help elevate their cultural and social capital (Huerta et al., 
2018).    
Considering the significance of the predisposition phase of the college decision-
making process, educators should place a higher level of significance on the middle 
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school to high school transition.  This transitional period is the time when educational 
aspirations become cemented, and academic outcomes become paramount for college 
enrollment.  This period is essential to note, as African American males in middle school 
often lack the study skills needed to meet the admissions criteria to enroll in four-year 
colleges immediately after high school graduation.  As such, counselors who work with 
Black males before, during, and after their transition to high school should consider 
developing workshops or orientation sessions to highlight best practices on routine study 
habits.  These workshops should include the input of Black students and parents who may 
prefer that these activities occur at a local church or community center instead of the 
school (Holcomb-McCoy, 2007).  Locations outside of the school may also provide a 
safe space to employ mentoring programs for African American males that address their 
experiences with teachers and the behavioral challenges that often result in suspensions 
and expulsions.    
Conclusion 
This study followed the conceptual framework put forth by Hossler and 
Gallagher's (1987) three-phase college choice model.  It denotes three distinct phases, 
including the college predisposition phase, college search phase, and the college choice 
phase.  The roles that family, peers, and the school play in serving as multiple guideposts 
for African American males to help them negotiate a college-going pathway must be 
examined more comprehensively in order to address their different rates of college 
enrollment compared to all other students.  While their path to college enrollment 
involves structural barriers associated with socioeconomic status, race, gender, and 
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politics, rewarding opportunities are available for those who can successfully overcome 
those barriers and earn a college degree in a high demand field.     
Polite and Davis (1999) postulated that establishing more Black male college 
graduates would reverse the economic trajectory of African American communities 
throughout America.   The first step in this process involves a broader exploration of the 
aspiration–attainment gap that examines the discrepancy between the rate of college 
aspirations that Black males express versus their actual college enrollment.  This study 
takes a step in that direction by assessing the influence that family, peers, and the school 
have on the college decision-making process of African American males.  The findings of 
this study corroborate previous research findings that highlight the significance of 
parental encouragement as a precursor for high educational aspirations.  Parents 
illustrated support for the participants in the study by establishing high academic 
expectations, initiating discussions about college enrollment, demonstrating an interest in 
academic success, and being willing to have ongoing discussions with their child about 
financing the education.   
The strong impact of impoverished neighborhood conditions, along with high 
crime, and social isolation, can adversely influence the educational aspirations of African 
American males.  More specifically, disadvantaged neighborhoods can have an adverse 
influence on the college-going attitudes and beliefs of peers at home and in the schools, 
thus creating a sense of fatalism and despair towards the potential return of an investment 
in college. The African American males in the study used their agency and intuition to 
discern which friends to avoid and those to develop bonds with during school and at 
home in their neighborhood.  They were purposeful about building relationships with 
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like-minded peers, mentors, counselors, and teachers who reinforced the benefits of a 
college education.  Moreover, parents used poor economic neighborhood conditions to 
accentuate the need to do well in school and earn a college degree. 
Impoverished conditions at home have a direct effect on achievement in school.  
African American students enrolled in school districts with high rates of concentrated 
poverty achieve at lower academic levels despite their socioeconomic status.  Factors 
outside of school that impact academic achievement include family violence, lack of 
adult guidance and support, residential mobility, and a dearth of educational activities.  
Inside of schools, the rate of suspensions of African American males is alarming, and the 
curriculum seldom values the unique forms of capital that they use to navigate schools 
that view them through a lens of racially denigrating stereotypes.  Further, inside of 
schools, African American males are often channeled away from college-going activities 
like advanced placement and dual enrollment courses and funneled into specialized 
education courses that exacerbate the problems associated with low expectations.  The 
participants in the study effectively utilized college advisors, teachers, and mentoring 
programs to gain access to the college knowledge they needed to fulfill their educational 
aspirations.   
 
 
 
COLLEGE CHOICE AND AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES  132 
 
 
 
References 
Adams, A. (2009). College choice + enrollment management = enrollment choice. 
College and University, 84(4), 42–49. 
Addo, F. R., Houle, J. N., & Simon, D. (2016). Young, black, and (still) in the red: 
Parental wealth, race, and student loan debt. Race and Social Problems, 8(1), 64–
76. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12552-016-9162-0 
Aldous, A. (Ed.). (2009). Special issue: College choice and access to college: Moving 
policy. Research, and practice to the 21st century (Vol. 35). Hoboken, NJ: John 
Wiley & Son, Inc. 
Alexander, M. (2010). The new Jim Crow: Mass incarceration in the age of 
colorblindness. New York, NY: The New Press. 
Allen, Q. (2017). “They write me off and don’t give me a chance to learn anything”: 
Positioning, discipline, and Black masculinities in school: Black male resistance. 
Anthropology & Education Quarterly, 48(3), 269–283. https://doi.org/10.1111 
/aeq.12199 
Allen, Q., & White-Smith, K. (2018). “That’s why I say stay in school”: Black mothers’ 
parental involvement, cultural wealth, and exclusion in their son’s schooling. 
Urban Education, 53(3), 409–435. https://doi.org/10.1177/0042085917714516 
An, B. P., & Sorensen, K. N. (2017). Family structure changes during high school and 
college selectivity. Research in Higher Education, 58(7), 695–722. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-016-9445-8 
Anzaldua, G. (1987). Borderlands/La Frontera: The new mestiza. San Francisco, CA: 
Aunt Lute Book Company. 
COLLEGE CHOICE AND AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES  133 
 
 
 
Baum, S., Ma, J., & Payea, K. (2013). Education pays 2013: The benefits of higher 
education for individuals and society. New York, NY: College Board. 
Berlak, A. (2008). Racial and cultural competence and the adaptive unconscious. In K. 
M. Teel & J. E. Obidah (Eds.), Building racial and cultural competence in the 
classroom: Strategies from urban educators. (pp. 12-27). New York, NY: 
Teachers College Press. 
Birt, L., Scott, S., Cavers, D., Campbell, C., & Walter, F. (2016). Member checking: A 
tool to enhance trustworthiness or merely a nod to validation? Qualitative Health 
Research, 26(13), 1802–1811. 
Blandin, A. (2017). The home/school connection and its role in narrowing the academic 
achievement gap: An ecological systems theoretical perspective. Journal of 
Research on Christian Education, 26(3), 271–292. 
Bono, K. E., Sy, S. R., & Kopp, C. B. (2016). School readiness among low-income black 
children: Family characteristics, parenting, and social support. Early Child 
Development and Care, 186(3), 419–435. https://doi.org/10.1080/03004430. 
2015.1039528 
Bourdieu, P. (1986). The forms of capital. In J. Szeman & T. Kaposy (Eds.), Cultural 
theory: An anthology (Vol. 1, pp. 81–93). Malden, MA: Wiley Blackwell. 
Bourdieu, P., & Passeron, J. (1977). Reproduction in education, society, and culture (2nd  
Ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications Ltd. 
Bourke, B. (2014). Positionality: Reflecting on the research process. The Qualitative 
Report, 19(33), 1–9. 
COLLEGE CHOICE AND AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES  134 
 
 
 
Bozic, N. (2013). Developing a strength-based approach to educational psychology 
practice: A multiple case study. Educational & Child Psychology, 30(4), 18–29. 
Bristol, T. J., & Mentor, M. (2018). Policing and teaching: The positioning of Black male 
teachers as agents in the universal carceral apparatus. Urban Review, 50(2), 218–
234. 
Bronfenbrenner, U. (1979). The ecology of human development: Experiments by nature 
and design. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
Brooms, D. R. (2016). “I was just trying to make It:” Examining urban Black males’ 
sense of belonging, schooling experiences, and academic success. Urban 
Education, 004208591664874. https://doi.org/10.1177/0042085916648743 
Brooms, D. R. (2017). Black otherfathering in the educational experiences of Black 
males in a single-sex urban high school. Teachers College Record, 1-46. 
Brown, G., Hurst, B., & Hail, C. (2016). Early reading experiences: An artifact of 
cultural capital. 14. 
Bryan, J., Farmer-Hinton, R., Rawls, A., & Woods, C. S. (2017). Social capital and 
college-going culture in high schools: The effects of college expectations and 
college talk on students’ postsecondary attendance. Professional School 
Counseling, 21(1), 1096-2409-21.1. https://doi.org/10.5330/1096-2409-21.1.95 
Buehler, J. (2013). “There’s a problem, and we’ve got to face it”: How staff members 
wrestled with race in an urban high school. Race Ethnicity and Education, 16(5), 
629–652. 
Burdick-Will, J. (2018). Neighborhood violence, peer effects, and academic achievement 
in Chicago. Sociology of Education, 9(3), 205–223. 
COLLEGE CHOICE AND AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES  135 
 
 
 
Bush, L. V., & Bush, E. C. (2013). God bless the child who got his own: Toward a 
comprehensive theory for African American boys and men. The Western Journal 
of Black Studies, 37(1), 1–13. 
Capizzi, L. M., Hofstetter, C. H., Mena, D. D., Duckor, B., & Hu, X. (2017). Promoting 
low-income students’ college readiness, well-being, and success: A GEAR UP 
counseling program study. Journal of School Counseling, 15(3), 1–26. 
Carey, R. L. (2016). “Keep that in mind…you’re gonna go to college”: Family influence 
on the college going processes of Black and Latino high school boys. The Urban 
Review, 48(5), 718–742. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11256-016-0375-8 
Carey, R. L. (2017). “What am I gonna be losing?” School culture and the family-based 
college-going dilemmas of Black and Latino adolescent boys. Education and 
Urban Society, 50(3), 246–273. https://doi.org/10.1177/0013124517713112 
Carlson, J. A. (2010). Avoiding traps in member checking. The Qualitative Report, 15(5), 
1102–1113. 
Carter, P. L. (2016). Educational equality is a multifaceted Issue: Why we must 
understand the school’s sociocultural context for student achievement. RSF: The 
Russell Sage Foundation Journal of the Social Sciences, 2(5), 142. 
https://doi.org/10.7758/rsf.2016.2.5.07 
Charmaz, K. (2006). Constructing grounded theory: A practical guide through 
qualitative analysis. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications Ltd. 
Chetty, R., Hendren, N., & Katz, L. F. (2016). The effects of exposure to better 
neighborhoods on children: New evidence from the moving to opportunity 
experiment. American Economic Review, 106(4), 855–902. https://doi.org 
COLLEGE CHOICE AND AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES  136 
 
 
 
/10.1257/aer.20150572 
Coleman, J. S. (1988). Social capital in the creation of human capital. American Journal 
of Sociology, 94, 95–120. 
Collins, P. H. (2005). Black sexual politics: African Americans, gender, and the new 
racism. New York, NY: Routledge. 
Corak, M. (2013). Income inequality, equality of opportunity, and intergenerational 
mobility. The Journal of Economic Perspectives, 27(3), 79–102. 
Cox, R. D. (2016). Complicating conditions: Obstacles and interruptions to low-Income 
students’ college “choices.” The Journal of Higher Education, 87(1), 1–26. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2016.11777392 
Creswell, J. W. (2013). Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among five 
approaches (3rd edition). Los Angeles, CA: SAGE Publications, Inc. 
Danziger, S., & Ratner, D. (2010). Labor market outcomes and the transition to 
adulthood. Future of Children, 20(1), 133–158. 
Davis, T. (2018). How school fail Black Boys (and girls too). In T. S. Ransaw, C. P. 
Gause, & R. Majors (Eds.), The handbook of research on Black males: 
Quantitative, qualitative, and multidisciplinary (pp. 169–187). East Lansing, MI: 
Michigan State University Press. 
Dawson-McClure, S., Calzada, E., Haung, K., Kamboukos, D., Rhule, D., Kolawole, B., 
Petkova, E., & Brotman, L. M. (2015). A population-level approach to promoting 
healthy child development and school success in low-income, urban 
neighborhoods: Impact on parenting and child conduct problems. National 
Institute of Health, 16(2), 279–290. 
COLLEGE CHOICE AND AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES  137 
 
 
 
DuBois, W. E. B. (1903). The souls of Black folks. New York, NY: Signet Classic. 
Duke, A. E., & Strawn, J. (2008). Overcoming obstacles, optimizing opportunities: State 
policies to increase postsecondary attainment for low-skilled adults. Boston, MA: 
Jobs For The Future.  
Dumas, M. J., & Nelson, J. D. (2016). (Re)imagining Black boyhood: Toward a critical 
framework for educational research. Harvard Educational Review, 86(1), 27–47. 
https://doi.org/10.17763/0017-8055.86.1.27 
Dyce, C., Albold, C., & Long, D. (2013). Moving from college aspiration to attainment: 
Learning from one college access program. The High School Journal, 96(2), 152–
165. 
Eisner, W. E. (2017). The enlightened eye: Qualitative inquiry and the enhancement of 
educational practice, reissued with a new prologue and forward. New York, NY: 
Teachers College Press. 
Ellis, J. M., Rowley, L. L., Nellum, C. J., & Smith, C. D. (2018). From Alienation to 
Efficacy: An Examination of Racial Identity and Racial Academic Stereotypes 
Among Black Male Adolescents. Urban Education, 53(7), 899–928. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042085915602538 
Emdin, C. (2016). For White folks who teach in the hood... And the rest of y’all too: 
Reality pedagogy and urban education. Boston, MA: Beacon Press. 
Everett, S. (2016). “I just started writing”: Toward addressing invisibility, silence, and 
mortality among academically high-achieving Black male secondary students. 
Literacy Research: Theory, Method, and Practice, 65(1), 316–331. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/2381336916661522 
COLLEGE CHOICE AND AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES  138 
 
 
 
Finch, J. E., Garcia, E. B., Sulik, M. J., & Obradovic, J. (2019). Peers matter: Links 
between classmates’ and individual students’ executive functions in elementary 
school. AERA Open, 5(1), 1–14. 
Fisher, R. A. (2015). Black male student success in U.S. higher education: Lessons from 
the Institute for Responsible Citizenship. Retrieved from:https://scholar.google. 
com/scholar?hl=en&as_sdt=0%2C23&q=black+male+student+success+in+us+hi
gher+education%3A+lessons+from+the+institute+for+responsible+citizenship&b
tnG= 
Flaster, A. (2018). Kids, college, and capital: Parental financial support and college 
choice. Research in Higher Education, 59(8), 979–1020. https://doi.org/10.1007 
/s11162-018-9496-0 
Fraenkel, J. R., & Wallen, N. E. (2009). How to design and evaluate research in 
education (7th ed.). New York, NY: McGraw-Hill Higher Education. 
Freeman, K. (2005). African Americans and college choice: The influence of family and 
school. New York, NY: State University of New York Press. 
Fuller, R., Harrison, C. K., Bukstein, S., Martin, B. E., Lawerence, M., & Parks, C. 
(2017). The Impact of High School on the Leadership Development of African 
American Male Scholar-Athletes. The High School Journal, 100(2), 146–162. 
https://doi.org/10.1353/hsj.2017.0004 
Gandara, P. (1982). Passing through the eye of the needle: High-achieving Chicanas. 
Journal of Behavioral Science, 4, 167–179. 
Giroux, H. (2001). Theory and resistance in education: Towards a pedagogy for the 
oppression. (Revised and expanded). Westport, Connecticut: Bergin & Garvey. 
COLLEGE CHOICE AND AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES  139 
 
 
 
Glesne, C. (2005). Becoming qualitative researchers: An introduction (3rd edition). 
Boston, MA: Allyn & Bacon. 
Gorski, P. C. (2008). Good intentions are not enough: A decolonizing intercultural 
education. Intercultural Education, 19(6), 515–525. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
14675980802568319 
Goztas, A., Topsumer, F., Karanfiloglu, M., & Cosan, O. (2018). Professions susceptible 
to automation: A study on automative sector employees. European Journal of 
Interdisciplinary Studies, 4(1), 23–33. 
Green, K. K., Green, R. L., & Ransaw, T. S. (2016). A mobile platform for greater 
learning, equity, and access. In T. S. Ransaw (Ed.), Closing the education 
achievement gaps for African American males (pp. 11–21). East Lansing, MI: 
Michigan State University Press. 
Green, S. L., & Martin, D. (2018). Playing the game: Recruiting Black males in teaching. 
Multicultural Learning and Teaching, 13(1). https://doi.org/10.1515/mlt-2017-
0005 
Harper, S. R. (2012). Black male student success in higher education: A report from the 
National Black Male College Achievement Study. University of Pennsylvania, 
Graduate School of Education, Center for the Study of Race and Equity in 
Education. http://www.voced.edu.au/content/ngv:70339 
Hayes, J. J. (2014). Increasing enrollment: Evaluating college-choice factors at a 
midwest Christian university (Doctoral dissertation). Retrived from http://digital 
commons.olivet.edu/ 
COLLEGE CHOICE AND AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES  140 
 
 
 
Hilton, A. A., & Bonner, F. A. (2017). Today’s urban Black male: The importance of 
finding the right college to realize maximum success. Urban Education, 52(9), 
1051–1056. https://doi.org/10.1177/0042085915620652 
Hines, E., DiAnne Borders, L., Gonzalez, L., Villalba, J., & Henderson, A. (2014). 
Parental involvement in college planning: Cultural considerations when working 
with African American families. Journal for Multicultural Education; Bingley, 
8(4), 249–260. 
Holcomb-McCoy, C. (2007). Transitioning to high school: Issues and challenges for 
African American students. Professional School Counseling, 10(3), 253–260. 
Holland, N. E. (2017). Beyond conventional wisdom: Community cultural wealth and the 
college knowledge of African American youth in the United States. Race 
Ethnicity and Education, 20(6), 796–810. 
Hossler, D., Braxton, J., & Coopersmith, G. (1989). Understanding student college 
choice. In John C. Smart (Ed.), Higher education: Handbook of theory and 
research: (Vol. V, pp. 231–288). New York, NY: Agathon Press. 
Hossler, D., & Gallagher, K. S. (1987). Studying student college choice: A three-phase 
model and the implications for policymakers. College and University, 62(3), 207–
221. 
Hossler, D., Schmit, J., & Vesper, N. (1999). Going to college: How social, economic, 
and educational factors influence the decisions students make. Baltimore, MD: 
Johns Hopkins University Press.  
COLLEGE CHOICE AND AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES  141 
 
 
 
Hossler, D., & Stage, F. K. (1992). Family and high school experience influences on the 
postsecondary educational plans of ninth-grade students. American Educational 
Research Journal, 29(2), 425–451. http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/1163375 
Howard, T. C. (2013). How does it feel to be a problem?  Black male students, schools, 
and learning in enhancing the knowledge base to disrupt deficit frameworks. 
Review of Research in Education, Vol. 37(1) , pp. 54–86.  
Howard, Tyrone C, Douglas, T.-R. M. O., & Warren, C. A. (2016). “What works”: 
Recommendations on improving academic experiences and outcomes for Black 
males. Teachers College Record, 1-10. 
Huerta, A. H., McDonough, P. M., & Allen, W. R. (2018). “You can go to college”: 
Employing a Developmental Perspective to Examine How Young Men of Color 
Construct a College-Going Identity. The Urban Review, 50(5), 713–734. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11256-018-0466-9 
Jackson, G. A. (1981). Sociologic, economic, and policy influences on college-going 
decisions (Vol. 81). Stanford University, California Institute for Research on 
Educational Finance and Governance. 
Jackson, J. H. (2008). Given half a chance: The Schott 50-state report on public 
education and African American males. MA: Schott Foundation for Public 
Education. Retrived from http://blackboysreport.org/national-summary/ 
Jackson, R. (2016). Helping Black and Latino males succeed. Educational Leadership, 
74(1), 38–42. 
Jefferson, T. (1787). Jefferson’s notes on the state of Virginia. Virginia: Prichard and 
Hall. Retrived from https://docsouth.unc.edu/southlit/jefferson/jefferson.html 
COLLEGE CHOICE AND AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES  142 
 
 
 
Jencks, C., Crouse, J., & Mueser, P. (1983). The Wisconsin model of status attainment: A 
national replication with improved measures of abiity and aspiration. Sociology of 
Education, 56, 3–19. 
Jenkins, T. S. (2019). Hip-Hop: Introduction. In T. S. Ransaw, C. P. Gause, & R. Majors 
(Eds.), The handbook of research on Black males: Quantitative, qualitative, and 
multidisciplinary (pp. 553–576). East Lansing, MI: Michigan State University 
Press. 
Johnson, O. (2018). “Expressive cool” and the paradox of Black and White males’ 
neighborhood socialization toward education. Youth & Society, 50(3), 299–327. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0044118X15581170 
Kena, G., Hussar, W., McFarland, J., de Brey, C., Musu-Gillette, L., Wang, X., Zhang, J., 
Rathbun, A., Wilkinson-Flicker, S., Diliberti, M., & others. (2016). The condition 
of education 2016. Washington D.C.: US Department of Education. Retrived from 
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED565888 
Kim, E., & Hargrove, D. T. (2013). Deficient or resilient: A critical review of Black male 
academic success and persistence in higher education. The Journal of Negro 
Education, 82(3), 300–311. 
Knight-Manuel, M. G., Marciano, J. E., Wilson, M., Jackson, I., Vernikoff, L., 
Zuckerman, K. G., & Watson, V. W. M. (2016). Relevant, schoolwide, college-
going culture for Black and Latino male students. Urban Education, 30. 
Kotok, S. (2017). Unfulfilled potential: High-achieving minority students and the high 
school achievement gap in math. The High School Journal, 100(3), 183–202. 
https://doi.org/10.1353/hsj.2017.0007 
COLLEGE CHOICE AND AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES  143 
 
 
 
Lehmann, W. (2017). The influence of electronic word-of-mouth on college search and 
choice. College and University, 92(4), 2–11. 
Lin, N. (1999). Building a network theory of social capital. Connections, 22(1), 28–51. 
Majors, R., & Billings, J. M. (1992). Cool pose: The dilemmas of Black manhood in 
America. New York, NY: Touchstone. 
Maxwell, J. A. (2005). Qualitative research design: An interactive approach (2nd 
Edition, Vol. 42). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications Ltd. 
McClafferty, K. A., McDonough, P. M., & Nunez, A. M. (2002). What is a college 
culture? Facilitating college preparation through organizational change. 
Retrived from https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED471504 
McDaniel, M. A., Howard, D. C., & Einstein, G. O. (2009). The read-recite-review study 
strategy. Psychological Science, 20(4), 516–522. 
McDonough, P. M. (1997). Choosing colleges: How social class and schools structure 
opportunity. New York, NY: State University of New York Press. 
Menjivar, D. (2018). The development of a college-going culture in a predominantly 
Latino elementary school (Doctoral Dissertation). Retrived from 
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EDS90163 
Merriam, S. B. (1998). Qualitative Research and Case Study Applications in Education: 
Revised and Expanded from Case Study Research in Education (2nd Revised & 
Expanded ed.). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 
Morrissey, T. W., & Vinopal, K. (2018). Center-based early care and education and 
children’s school readiness: Do impacts vary by neighborhood poverty? 
Developmental Psychology, 54(4), 757–771. 
COLLEGE CHOICE AND AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES  144 
 
 
 
National Center for Education Statistics. (2016). Number and percentage distribution of 
teachers in public and private elementary and secondary schools, by selected 
teacher characteristics: Selected years, 1987-1988 through 2011-2012. 
Washington D.C.: U.S. Department of Education. Retrived from https://eric.ed. 
gov/?id=ED565888 
Nicolas, G., Helms, J. E., Jernigan, M. M., Sass, T., Skrzypek, A., & DeSilva, A. M. 
(2008). A conceptual framework for understanding the strengths of Black youths. 
Journal of Black Psychology, 34(3), 261–280. 
Noguera, P. A. (2008). The trouble with Black boys: ...And other reflections on race, 
equity, and the future of public education (1st ed.). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-
Bass. 
Paulsen, M. B. (1990). College choice: Understanding student enrollment behavior. (No. 
6; ASHE-ERIC Higher Education Report, p. 121). Washington D.C.: School of 
Education and Human Development, The George Washington University. 
Perna, L. W. (2006). Studying college access and choice: A proposed conceptual model. 
In J.C. Smart (Ed.), Higher Education: Handbook of Theory and Research (pp. 
99–157). Philadelphia, PA: Springer, Dordrecht. https://doi.org/10.1007/1-4020-
4512-3_3 
Perna, L. W., & Titus, M. A. (2004). Understanding differences in the choice of college 
attended: The role of state public policies. Review of Higher Education; 
Baltimore, 27(4), 501–525. 
Picou, J. S., Curry, E. W., & Hotchkiss, H. J. (1972). Significant other influence, career 
choice and achievement: Selective theoretical and conceptual approaches (No. 
COLLEGE CHOICE AND AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES  145 
 
 
 
ED160742; Research and Development Series No. 111, pp. 1–70). Columbus, 
OH: The Ohio State University. 
Polite, V. C. (1999). A cup that runneth over: Personal reflections on the Black male 
experience. In V. C. Polite & J. E. Davis (Eds.), African American males in 
school and society: Practices and policies for effective education (pp. 184–196). 
New York, NY: Teachers College Press. 
Polite, V. C., & Davis, J. E. (Eds.). (1999). African American Males in School and 
Society: Practices and Policies for Effective Education. New York, NY: Teachers 
College Press. 
Rambaran, J. A., Hopmeyer, A., Schwartz, D., Steglich, C., Badaly, D., & Veenstra, R. 
(2017). Academic functioning and peer influences: A short-term longitudinal 
study of network-behavior dynamics in middle adolescence. Child Development, 
88(2), 523–543. 
Randolph, D. L. (2018). African American male students’ perceptions of factors that 
contribute to their academic success. In T. S. Ransaw, C. P. Gause, & R. Majors 
(Eds.), The handbook of research on Black males: Quantitative, qualitative, and 
multidisciplinary (pp. 637–652). East Lansing, MI: Michigan State University 
Press. 
Ransaw, T. S. (2016). Male and Black male learning styles. In T. S. Ransaw (Ed.), 
Closing the education achievement gaps for African American males (pp. 1–9). 
East Lansing, MI: Michigan State University Press. 
COLLEGE CHOICE AND AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES  146 
 
 
 
Ransaw, T. S. (2017). Cool papas: Six fathers in Mid-Michigan who utilize play in their 
fathering involvement to help their children learn. Spectrum: A Journal on Black 
Men, 6(1), 1–31. 
Ransaw, T. S., & Green, R. L. (2016). Black males, peer pressure, and high expectations. 
In T. S. Ransaw (Ed.), Closing the education achievement gaps for African 
American males (pp. 11–21). East Lansing, MI: Michigan State University Press. 
Ransaw, T. S., Majors, R., & Moss, M. D. C. (2016). Turning negatives into positives. In 
T. S. Ransaw (Ed.), Closing the education achievement gaps for African 
American males (pp. 123–142). 
Rhoden, S. (2018). Building trust and resilience among Black male high school students: 
Boys to men. New York, NY: Taylor & Francis. 
Robbins, C. G. (2009). Expelling hope: The assault on youth and the militarization of 
schooling. New York, NY: State University of New York Press. 
Robinson, K. J., & Roksa, J. (2016). Counselors, information, and high school college-
going culture: Inequalities in the college application process. Research in Higher 
Education, 57(7), 845–868. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-016-9406-2 
Rossman, G. B., & Rallis, S. F. (2010). Everyday ethics: Reflections on practice. 
International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education, 23(4), 379–391. 
Samuelson, C. C., & Litzler, E. (2016). Community cultural wealth: An assets-based 
approach to persistence of engineering students of color: Cultural wealth, 
undergraduate persistence, and students of color. Journal of Engineering 
Education, 105(1), 93–117. https://doi.org/10.1002/jee.20110 
COLLEGE CHOICE AND AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES  147 
 
 
 
Seidman, I. (2005). Interviewing as qualitative research: A guide for researchers in 
education and the social sciences (3rd ed.). New York, NY: Teachers College 
Press. 
Shenton, A. K. (2004). Strategies for ensuring trustworthiness in qualitative research 
projects. Education for Information, 22(2004), 63–75. 
Sorensen, L. C., Cook, P. J., & Dodge, K. A. (2017). From parents to peers: Trajectories 
in sources of academic influence grades 4 to 8. Educational Evaluation and 
Policy Analysis, 39(4), 697–771. 
St. John, E. P., & Girmay, F. (2019). Detroit school reform in comparative contexts: 
Community action overcoming: Neighborhoods, communities, and urban 
marginality. Cham, Switzerland: Springer Nature Switzerland AG. 
Stage, F. K., & Hossler, D. (1989). Differences in family influences on college attendance 
plans for male and female ninth graders. Research in Higher Education, 30, 301-
315.  
Steele, C. (2011). Stereotype threat and African American student achievement. In D. B. 
Grusky & S. Szelenyi (Eds.), The inequality reader: Contemporary and 
foundational readings in race, class, and gender (2nd ed., pp. 252–257). New 
York, NY: Westview Press. 
Strayhorn, T. L. (2009). Different folks, different hopes: The educational aspirations of 
Black males in urban, suburban, and rural high schools. Urban Education, 44(6), 
710–731. 
Tan, C. J. (2009). College choice in the Philippines. (Doctoral dissertation). Retrived 
from https://digital.library.unt.edu/ark:/67531/metadc9916/  
COLLEGE CHOICE AND AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES  148 
 
 
 
Toldson, I. A., Braithwaite, R. L., & Rentie, R. J. (2009). Promoting college aspirations 
among school-age Black American males. In Black American males in higher 
education: Research, programs and academe (pp. 117–137). West Yorkshire: 
Emerald Group Publishing Limited. Retrived from http://www.emeraldinsight. 
com/doi/abs/10.1108/S1479-3644(2009)0000007009 
Toldson, I. A., & Johns, D. J. (2016). Erasing deficits. Teachers College Record, 118, 1–
7. 
Van Horn, B. N. (2010). College search factors that impact college matriculation for  
African American students: Implications for policy and praxis (Doctoral 
dissertation). Retrived from https://digitalcommons.du.edu/etd/669/           
Warren, C. A., & Bonilla, C. (2018). Care and the influence of student-adult stakeholder 
interactions or young Black men’s college aspiration. Multicultural Perspectives, 
20(1), 13–24. 
Washington, B. T. (1900). Up from slavery: An autobiography, by Booker T. 
Washington. New York, NY: Doubleday. 
Weis, L., & Fine, M. (1996). Narrating the 1980s and 1990s: Voices of poor and 
working-class White and African American men. Anthropology and Education 
Quarterly, 27, 493–516. 
Western, B., Kling, J. R., & Weiman, D. F. (2001). Crime & Delinquency, 47(3), 410–
427. 
Wolf, L. (2017). Hear my voice: Strengthening the college pipeline for young men of 
color in California. Oakland, CA: The Education Trust-West.  
COLLEGE CHOICE AND AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES  149 
 
 
 
Woodson, C. G. (1919). The education of the Negro prior to 1861: A history of the 
education of the Colored people of the United States from the beginning of 
slavery to the Civil War. New York, NY: A Traffic Output Publication. 
Wright, B. L., & Counsell, S. L. (2018). The brilliance of Black boys: Cultivating school 
success in the early grades. New York, NY: Teachers College Press. 
Wright, C., Maylor, U., & Becker, S. (2016). Young black males: Resilience and the use 
of capital to transform school ‘failure.’ Critical Studies in Education, 57(1), 21–
34. https://doi.org/10.1080/17508487.2016.1117005 
Yin, R. K. (2013). Case study research: Design and methods (5th ed.). Los Angeles: 
SAGE Publications, Inc. 
Yosso, T. J. (2005). Whose culture has capital? A critical race theory discussion of 
community cultural wealth. Race Ethnicity and Education, 8(1), 69–91. 
Young, A. (2004). The minds of marginalized black men: Making sense of mobility, 
opportunity, and future life chances. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 
Young, M. D., & Laible, J. (2000). White racism, antiracism, and school leadership 
preparation. Journal of School Leadership, 10, 374–415. 
Zilanawala, A., Martin, M., Noguera, P. A., & Mincy, R. B. (2018). Math achievement 
trajectories among Black male students in the elementary—And middle—School 
years. Educational Studies, 54(2), 143–164. 
 
 
COLLEGE CHOICE AND AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES  150 
 
 
 
APPENDICES 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
COLLEGE CHOICE AND AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES  151 
 
 
 
Appendix A: Interview One Protocol 
Introduction: Provide information on personal background and purpose of the study. 
Read consent form and gain permission to audio record the interview. 
Interview One: Focused Life History (45- 60 minutes) 
1. Please tell me about your background and experiences as a young man. 
a. Probes 
i. What was your most memorable experience?  
ii. Tell me about your biggest accomplishment. 
2. Please tell me about your family dynamics. 
a. Probes 
i. Who lived in your household growing up? 
ii. What your parents do for a living when you were growing up? 
iii. Do you have siblings? 
iv. Where do you fit age-wise among your brothers and sisters? 
v. Describe the relationship that you have with your siblings 
vi. Can you share with me a story or experience that best describes 
your family? 
vii. Tell me about other members of your family who went to college. 
3. Please tell me about your peer group growing up. 
a. Probes 
i. What type of things did you and your peers do for fun? 
ii. What is your current relationship with the friends that you grew up 
with at home? 
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iii. What do your childhood friends think about you going to college? 
4. Describe your experience as a student before you entered high school. 
a. Probes 
i. What were the educational expectations placed on you?   
ii. Describe yourself as a student before college?   
iii. Describe your most unforgettable experience as a student before 
college? 
iv. What was your relationship with your teachers? 
v. With your classmates? 
vi. Did you win any awards?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
COLLEGE CHOICE AND AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES  153 
 
 
 
Appendix B: Interview Two Protocol 
Summarize the first interview and explain the purpose of the second interview, which is 
to concentrate on the concrete details of the participants’ lived experience throughout the 
college choice decision-making process. 
Read consent form and gain permission to audio record interview. 
Interview Two: The Detail of Experience (45 - 60 minutes) 
College Pre-disposition Stage 
1. Describe the age that you knew for sure that you were going to college? 
2. Did your family members contribute to your aspiration to attend college? 
a. If so, who?  
b. How did they do so? 
c. Please provide an example. 
3. How did people other than your immediate family members and friends 
talk to you about college? 
a. Please provide an example. 
4. What type of student activities did you participate in during high school? 
a. Probes 
i.Sports 
ii.Student organizations 
iii.College access programs 
5. Please describe how you feel about the academic preparation that you 
 received for college. 
a. Probes 
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i. Refer to transcript data 
ii. Discuss SAT score and preparation 
6. Please describe your knowledge and understanding of the financial aid process. 
a. Probes 
i. What role did your parents play in completing the FAFSA? 
ii. What role did your school play in completing the FAFSA? 
iii. Please describe the process. 
7. What did most of your friends do after graduating high school?  
a. Probes 
i. Did any of them talk to you about college? 
ii. If so, how? 
College Search Stage 
8. Please describe your experience considering a university. 
a. Probes 
i.What universities did you consider?   
ii.What criteria did you consider in your short list of universities? 
iii.How did you learn about Eastern Michigan University? 
iv.What experiences did you have on campus before applying? 
9. Please describe your experience applying to college. 
a. Probes 
i.Where did you apply?   
ii.Please describe the decision to apply to these universities. 
iii.Please reconstruct the process of applying. 
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10. Please describe visiting universities. 
a. Probes 
i. What universities did you visit? 
ii. What happened during these visits? 
iii. What is your most memorable moment during a university visit? 
11. Please describe your contact with universities. 
a. Probes 
i. What type of communication did you receive? 
12. What other experiences occurred during this process? 
13. How did you decide which university to enroll? 
a. Probes 
i. Who did you talk to during this process? 
ii. What was most important in making this decision?  
iii. What did others (parents, peers, counselors) say during the 
process? 
College Choice Stage 
14. What role did your family play in your decision to enroll at EMU? 
a. Probes 
i. Who was the most influential?   
ii. Please describe a story that exemplifies their role. 
iii. How did that make you feel? 
iv. How much weight did you put on their input? 
15. What role did your high school play in your decision to enroll at EMU? 
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a. Probes 
i. Who was the most influential?   
ii. Please describe a story that exemplifies their role. 
iii. How did that make you feel? 
iv. How much weight did you put on their input? 
16. What role did your peers play in your decision to enroll at EMU? 
a. Probes 
i. Who was the most influential?   
ii. Please describe a story that exemplifies their role. 
iii. How did that make you feel? 
iv. How much weight did you put on their input? 
17. Who were the top three most influential people in your decision to enroll  
            at EMU? 
a. Probes 
i. Can you please give an example of their influence? 
ii. How much weight did you put on their input? 
iii. What type of discussions or experiences did you have with them? 
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Appendix C: Interview Three Protocol 
Reflection on the Meaning (45 – 60 minutes) 
Summarize first two interviews and explain the purpose of the final interview, which is to 
reflect on the meaning of their experience throughout the college choice decision-making 
process.   
Read consent form and gain permission to audio record interview. 
1. Given what you shared about your life before enrolling in college, how do 
you situate college in your life? 
2. As you think back to what you have shared in the previous interview about 
college choice, how do you see a degree impacting your life in the future? 
3. Thinking back to the experiences that you recreated, what was the most 
significant factor that helped you enroll in college when so many other Black 
males do not enroll in college? 
4. Has your college experience met your expectations? 
5. Do you expect to participate in any students organizations or activities? 
6. Please describe what earning a college degree will mean to you? 
a. Probe 
i.What will it mean to your family? 
7. Are the experiences that you shared in the previous interviews similar or 
different to the experiences of your peers? 
8. Knowing what you know now about college, would you have done 
anything different in high school to prepare for college? 
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9. What you say to another African American male interesting to going to 
college? 
10. Did your race impact any of your decisions to enroll in college? 
                        Wrap Up 
11. Is there anything that you would like to add, anything you think I may          
            have missed? 
Thank you very much for your time 
 
  
COLLEGE CHOICE AND AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES  159 
 
 
 
Appendix D: Informed Consent 
This is an invitation to participate in a research study that will examine the factors 
that influence the college-choice decisions of African American males.  Participants in 
this study take part in three 45-60 minute interviews and a brief survey.  You will be 
asked to reconstruct how you developed your aspiration to enroll in college, how you 
learned about college options and the factors that influenced your final college enrollment 
decision. I intend to conduct the interviews in January of the winter 2019 semester. This 
study will also analyze archival documents used to determine your admissions decision 
and review your college transcript.   
 
You must be at least 18 years old in order to participate in this study, and upon 
completion of the final interview, you will receive a $75.00 Visa gift card for your 
participation.  The interview will be audio-recorded, and you will receive a transcription 
of the entire interview to review, as well as a copy of the final dissertation.  The 
transcriptions will be utilized as data for my research study and may be published.   
 
You will be completely anonymous.  Your name along with any identifiable 
information about you will not be disclosed at any time.  A ps Also, the audio recording 
for the interview will be secured in a locked file cabinet, and each recording will be 
destroyed once the study is concluded.   
 
Your participation is voluntary, and you can select not to answer any questions or 
end the interview entirely at any time during the interview without any penalty.   
There are no conceivable risks associated with this study, and the findings may 
actually benefit other Black males by providing insight into how to successfully navigate 
the college decision-making process. 
 
Please feel free to let me know or my dissertation chair, Dr. Robbins, at the 
contact information below to obtain additional information about the study.  Further, if 
you have any questions about your rights as a participant in this study, or feel that you 
were placed at risk, you can contact the Human Subjects Institutional Review Board at 
any time through the Graduate School at (734) 487-0042. 
 
By signing this consent form, you agree to participate in the research study as 
described above.  Your signature confirms your agreement to participate in the interviews 
as well as give permission to have access to your Eastern Michigan University 
admissions records and EMU transcript. 
 
 
_________________________________________          _________________________ 
Signature       Date 
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Appendix E: Email Invite to Student 
Hi (Student), 
 
My name is Samino Scott, and I am a Ph.D. student in the College of Education at 
Eastern Michigan University.  My research interests are focused on examining the factors 
that influence the college choice decisions of African American males.  After discussions 
with Leena Johnson, Graduate Assistant for Academic Initiatives, you have been 
identified as a candidate for my study, and I would appreciate your participation.   
 
This is a single case study that will only include African American males residing in the 
BrotherHOOD Living and Learning Community at Eastern Michigan University.   
Should you agree to participate, your time commitment to this research study will consist 
of three 45 to 60-minute one-on-one interviews and a brief survey.   
 
A component of this study will include a document and record analysis.  Thus, I am also 
requesting permission to review each participant’s pre-enrollment documents submitted 
to the Office of Admissions, including high school transcripts, test scores, letters of 
recommendation, and other documents pertinent to each participant’s admissions 
decision.    
Further, each participant will receive a $75.00 Visa gift card immediately after the 
completion of the final interview.  If you are willing to participate,  I will be more than 
happy to schedule our first interview. 
 
Thank you for your willingness to consider assisting me with my dissertation.  I look 
forward to the opportunity to meet you soon. 
Best, 
 
Samino 
 
Samino Scott II 
Doctoral Candidate 
College of Education 
Eastern Michigan University  
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Appendix F: Letter of Consent 
November 20, 2018 
 
 
Dear Participant: 
 
Thank you for your willingness to play a role in this doctoral study.  I am a Ph.D. 
candidate under the direction of Dr. Christopher Robbins in the College of Education at 
Eastern Michigan University.  This research study will examine the myriad factors that 
influence the college-choice decisions of African American males.  As a participant, you 
will participate in three 45-60 minute interviews and a brief survey.  The objective of the 
series of interviews is to help participates re-construct how they developed their college 
aspirations, learned about college options, and the factors that influenced their final 
college enrollment decision. This study will also analyze archival documents used to 
determine each participants admissions decision, and review each participant’s fall 2018 
semester EMU transcript.   
 
You must be at least 18 years old in order to participate in this study and will receive a 
$75.00 Visa gift card immediately after the final interview for your participation.  The 
interview will be audio-recorded, and you will receive a transcription of the entire 
interview as well as a copy of the final dissertation.  I encourage each participant to 
review the transcription to ensure accuracy.  The transcriptions will be utilized as data for 
my dissertation study and may be published.   
 
You will be completely anonymous.  Your name along with any identifiable information 
about you will not be disclosed at any time.  Also, the audio recording for the interview 
will be secured in a locked file cabinet, and each recording will be destroyed once the 
study is concluded.   
 
Your participation is voluntary, and you can select not to answer any questions or end the 
interview entirely at any time during the interview without any penalty.   
There are no foreseeable risks related to your involvement in this study, and the findings 
may benefit other Black males by providing insight into how to successfully navigate the 
college decision-making process. 
 
Please let me or my dissertation chair, Dr. Robbins, at the contact information below if 
you would like more information about the study.  Further, if you have any questions 
about your rights as a participant in this study, or feel that you were placed at risk, you 
can contact the Human Subjects Institutional Review Board at any time through the 
Graduate School at (734) 487-0042. 
 
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this research study.  Your time and contribution 
are  much appreciated. 
 
Best, 
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Samino Scott II 
Doctoral Candidate 
Teacher Education 
Eastern Michigan University 
(248) 935-4308; sscott23@emich.edu 
Ypsilanti, MI 48197 
 
Dr. Christopher Robbins, Professor 
Eastern Michigan University 
(734) 487-3260; crobbins2@emich.edu 
Teacher Education 
313 Porter Hall 
Ypsilanti, MI 48197 
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Appendix G: IRB Approval  
 
 
COLLEGE CHOICE AND AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES  164 
 
 
 
Appendix H: Survey Instrument 
This survey is being administered to African American males enrolled at Eastern 
Michigan University in their freshmen year of college.  The survey questions relate to the 
factors that influence the college decision-making process of the participants in the study.  
The result will be used in a doctoral dissertation.  This survey is entirely anonymous, and 
you will not be identified in any way.   
Please circle the appropriate response. 
1) I’m from: 
a. Michigan 
b. Out-of-state – Please indicate state:_______________________________ 
2) I would characterize the community from which I come from as: 
a. Urban 
b. Suburban 
c. Rural 
3) The highest education level completed by my mother was: 
a. High school 
b. 2 – yr. College 
c. 4 – yr. College 
d. Grad school or beyond 
4) The highest education level completed by my father was: 
a. High school 
b. 2 – yr. College 
c. 4 – yr. College 
d. Grad school or beyond 
5) Of all the college to which you applied, EMU was my (circle one): 
a. First choice 
b. Second choice 
c. Third choice 
d. Fourth choice or greater 
6) If EMU was not your first-choice college, the statement that best expresses my 
reason for attending EMU is (circle one) 
a. My first college didn't accept me. 
b. EMU was more affordable than my first-choice college. 
c. EMU was the best of all the schools that accepted me. 
d. EMU was the only college that accepted me 
e. Other: Please specify 
COLLEGE CHOICE AND AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES  165 
 
 
 
 
 
Question 7: How influential were each of the following people in your decision to attend 
EMU?  Circle or mark the number that describes how you feel. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Not 
influential 
Somewhat 
influential 
Moderately 
influential 
Very 
influential 
Your father 1 2 3 4 
Your mother 1 2 3 4 
High-school guidance 
counselor 
1 2 3 4 
High-school Teachers 1 2 3 4 
Friends 1 2 3 4 
Current EMU 
students 
1 2 3 4 
University Alumni 1 2 3 4 
Other: Please specify  
 
 
1 2 3 4 
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Question 8: How influential were each of the following factors in your decision to attend 
EMU? Please indicate which number best matches your feelings. 
 
 
Question 9: How influential were each of the following factors in your decision to attend 
EMU?  Please identify the number that best describes your feelings. 
 
 
 
 
 Not 
influential 
Somewhat 
influential 
Moderately 
influential 
Very 
influential 
 
University website 1 2 3 4 
Information about a major 1 2 3 4 
A campus visit 1 2 3 4 
Attending an open house 1 2 3 4 
Admissions Call 1 2 3 4 
Meeting with an Admissions 
Advisor at your school 
1 2 3 4 
College fair 1 2 3 4 
Other: Please specify 1 2 3 4 
 Not 
influential 
Somewhat 
influential 
Moderately 
influential 
Very 
influential 
Location 1 2 3 4 
Campus safety 1 2 3 4 
A specific major 1 2 3 4 
Price  1 2 3 4 
Scholarships 1 2 3 4 
Financial Aid 1 2 3 4 
Sports 1 2 3 4 
Social Life 1 2 3 4 
Diversity 1 2 3 4 
Other: Please specify 
 
1 2 3 4 
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Question 10: Please rank the following factors from 1 to 10 regarding their importance 
on your decision to attend EMU with 10 being the most important and 1 being the least 
important. 
 
_____ Location _____ A specific major 
_____ Campus Safety  _____ The variety of majors 
_____ Diversity _____ Price 
_____ Social life _____ Scholarships 
_____ Sports _____ Financial Aid 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
